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PREFACE OF THE TRANSLATOR. 


The Lectures of A. W. Schlegel on Drama* 
tic Poetry have obtained high celebrity on the 
Continent, and been much to of late in 

several publications in this country. The boldness 
of his attacks on rules which are considered as 
sacred by the French critics, and on works of 
whicii tlie French nation in general have long 
been proud, called forth a more than ordinary 
degree of indignation against his work in France, 
^t was amusing enough to observe the hostility 
carried on against him in the Parisian Journals. 
The writers in these Journals found it much easier 
to condemn M. Schlegel than to refute him : they 
allowed that what he said was very ingenious, and 
had a great appearance of truth ; but still they said 
it was not truth. They never however, as far as I 
could observe, thought proper to grapple with him, 
to point out any thing unfounded in his premises, 
or illogical in the conclusions which he drew from 
them : they generally confined themselves to mere 
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assertions, or to minute and unimportant observa- 
tions by which the real question was in no manner 
affected. 

In this country the work will no doubt meet 
with a very different reception. Here we have no 
want of scholars to appretiatc the value of his views 
of the ancient drama ; and it will be no disadvan- 
tage to him, in our eyes, that he has beCn unspar- 
ing in his attack on the literature of our enemies. 
It will hardly fail to astonish us, however, to find 
a stranger better acquainted with the brightest 
v^poetical ornament of this country than any of our- 
selves ; and that the admiration of the English 
nation for Shakspeare should first obtain a truly 
enlightened interpreter in a critic of Germany. 

It is not for me, however, to enlarge on the 
merits of a work which has already obtained so 
high a reputation. I shall better consult my own 
advantage in giving a short extract from the ani- 
mated account of M. Schlegel's Lectures in the 
late work on Germany by Madame de Stael : — 

W. ScHLEGEL has given a course of Dramatic 
Literature at Vienna, which comprises every thing 
remarkable that has been composed for the theatre 
from the time of the Grecians to our own days : it 
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is not a barren nomenclature of the works of tte 
various authors ; be seizes the spirit of their differ- 
ent sorts of literature with all the imagination of a 
poet. We are sensible that to produce such conse- 
quences extraordinary studies are required : but 
learning is not perceived in this work, except by 
his perfect knowledge of the chef s^d* oeuvre of com- 
position. In a few pages we reap the fruit of- the 
labour of a whole life ; every opinion formed by die 
author, every epithet given to the writers of whom 
he speaks, is beautiful and justj concise and ani- 
mated. He has found the art of treating the dnei^ 
pieces of poetry as so many wonders of nature, anor 
of painting them in lively colours which do not 
injure the justness of the outline; for we cannot 
repeat too often, that imagination, far fron> being an 
enemy to truth, brings it forward more than iny 
other faculty of the mind ; and all those who de- 
pend upon it as an excuse for indefinite terms or 
exaggerated expressions, arc at least as destitute of 
poetry as of good sense. 

An analysis of the principles on which both 
tragedy and comedy are founded, is treated in this 
course with much depth of philosophy : this kind of 
merit is often found among the German writers; 
but ScHLEGEL has no equal in the art of inspiring 
his own admiration ; in general, he shows himself 
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attached to a simple taste, sometimes borderiftg on 
rusticity : but he deviates from his usual opinions 
in favour of the inhabitants of the south. Their 
play on words is not the object of his censure ; he 
detests the affectation which owes its existence to 
the spirit of society : but that which is excited by 
the luxury of imagination pleases him, in poetry, as 
the profusion of colours and perfumes would do in 
nature. Schlegel, after having acquired a great 
reputation by his translation of Shakspeare, became 
also enamoured oft^alderon, but with a very differ- 
ejpt sort of attachment from that with which 8hak- 
speare had inspired him ; for while the English 
author is deep and gloomy in his knowledge of the 
human heart, the Spanish poet gives himself up 
with pleasure and delight to the beauty of life, to 
the sincerity of faith, and to all the brilliancy of 
those virtues which derive their colouring from the 
sun-shine of the soul. 

was at Vienna when W. Schlegel gave his 
public course of Lectures. I expected only good 
sense and instruction where the object was merely 
to convey information : I was astonished to hear a 
critic as eloquent as an orator, and who, far from 
falling upon defects, which are the eternal food of 
lean and little jealousy, sought only the means of 
wjjiiSl.a creative genius.*’ 
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Thus far Mad. de Stael. — In taking upon me to 
become the interpreter of a work of this description 
to my countrymen, I am aware that I have incurred 
no slight degree of responsibility. How 1 have 
executed my task it is not for me to speak, but for 
the reader to judge. This much however I will 
say, — that I have always endeavoured to discover 
the true meaning of the author, and that I believe I 
have seldom mistaken it. Those who are best ac- 
quainted with the psychological riches of the Ger- 
man language will be the most disposed to look on 
my labour with an eye of indulgence. 
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From the size of the present work, it will not 
be expected that it should contain either a course 
of dramatic literature bibliographically complete, or 
a history of the theatre compiled with antiquarian 
accuracy. Of books containing dry accounts and 
lists of names there are already enough. My pcl^ 
pose was to give a general view, and to develope 
those ideas which ought lo guide us in our estimate 
of the value of the dramatic productions of various 
ages and nations. 

The gi^eatest part of the following Lectures, with 
the exception of a few observations of a secondary 
nature, the suggestion of the moment, were de- 
livered orally as t^ey now appear in print. The 
only alteration consists in a more commodious dis- 
tribution, and here and there in additions, where 
the limits of the time prevented me from handling 
many matters with uniform minuteness. This may 
aflbrd a compensation for the animation of oral de- 
livery which sometimes throws a veil over deficiencies 
of expression, and always excites a certain degree 
of expectation. 
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I delivered these Lectures, in the spring of 1808 , 
at Vienna, to a brilliant audience of nearly three 
hundred individuals of both sexes. The inhabitants 
of Vienna have long been in the habit of fb^ating 
the injurious descriptions which many writers of 
the North of Germany have given of that capital, 
by the kindest reception of all learned men and 
artists belonging to those regions, and by the most 
disinterested warmth for the renown of our litera- 
ture, a warmth which a just sensibility has not 
been able to cool. I found here the cordiality of 
better times united with that amiable animation of 
the South, which is often denied to German serious- 
ness, and the universal diffusion of a keen taste for 
intellectual entertainment. To this circumstance 
alone I must attribute it that not a few of the men 
who hold the most important places at court, in the 
state, and in the army, artists and literary men of 
merit, women of the choicest social cultivation, not 
merely paid me an occasional visit, but devoted to 
me an uninterrupted attention. 

With joy I seize this fresh opportunity of layings 
my gratitude at the feet of the benignant monarch 
who, in the permission to deliver these Lectures com- 
municated to me by way of distinction immediately 
from his own hand, gave me an honourable testi- 
mony of his gracious confidence, which I, as a 
fi^iit^ner who had not the happiness to be born 
u»wr his sceptre, and merely felt myself bound as 
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a German and a citizen of the world to wish him 
every blessing and prosperity, could not possibly 
have merited. 

Mkmy enlightened patrons and zealous promoters 
of every thing good and becoming have merited 
my gratitude for the assistance which they gave to 
my undertaking, and the encouragement which 
they afforded me during its execution. 

The whole of my auditors rendered my labour 
extremely agreeable to me by their indulgence, 
their attentive participation, and their readiness to 
distinguish, in a feeling manner, everjl passage 
which seemed worthy of their applause. 

It was a flattering moment for me, which I shall 
never forget, when, in the last hour, after I had 
called up recollections of the old German renown 
sacred to every one possessed of true patriotic senti- 
ment, and when the minds of my auditors were 
thus more solemnly attuned, I was at last obliged 
to take my leave powerfully agitated by the reflection 
that this relation, founded on a common love for a 
nobler mental cultivation, would be so soon dis- 
solved, and thg.t I should never again see those to- 
gether who were then assembled around me. A 
general emotion was perceptible, excited by so much 
tliat I could not say, but respecting which our hearts 
understood each other. In tlie mental dominion of 
thought and poetry, inaccessible to wordly power, 
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the Germans, who are separated in so many ways 
from each other, still feel their unity; and in this feel- 
ing, whose interpreter the writer and orator must 
be, amidst our clouded prospects we may still 
cherish the elevating presage of the great and im- 
mortal calling of our people, who from time im- 
memorial have remained unniixed in their present 
habitations. 

Geneva^ 

Februari/y 1800. 


Observation prefixed to Pari of the Uorlc printed 
in 1811. 

The declaration in the Preface that these Lectures 
ivere, with some additions, printed as they wore 
delivered, is in so far to be corrected, that the addi- 
tions in the second part arc much more considerable 
than in the first. The restriction, in point of time 
in the oral delivery, compelled me to leave more 
gaps ill the last half than in the first. The part 
resjiecting Shakspeare and flic English theatre, in 
particular, have been almost altogether re-written. 
I have been prevented, partly by the want of leisure 
and partly by the limits of the work, from treating of 
the Spanish theatre with that fulness which its im- 
piortance deserve?. 
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LECTURE I. 

Introduction.-— -Spirit of true criticism.— Difference of taste be^ 
tween the ancients and moderns. — Classical and romantic' 
poetry and art. — Division of dramatic literature : the ancients^ 
their imitators, and the romantic poets. — Definition of the 
drama. — View of the theatres of all nations. 

m 

The object which we propose to ourselves in 
these Lectures is to investigate the principles of 
dramatic literature^ and to consider whatever U 
connected with the fable, composition, and repre- 
sentation, of theatrical productions. We have 
selected the drama in preference to every other 
department of poetry. It will not be expected pf 
us that we should enter scientifically into the 
first principles of theory. Poetry is in general 
closely connected with the other fine arts; utldiii in 
some degree, the eldest sister and guide of the rest. 
The :necessity for the fine arts, and the pleasure 
VOL. I. B 
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deriVibl^ them, originate in a principle of our 
nature, which it is the business of the philosopher 
tO; investigate and to classify. This object has given 
rise to many pmfound disquisitions, especially in 
Germany ; and the name of aesthetic* (perceptive) 
has, with no great degree of propriety, been con- 
ferred on this department of philosophy. Aesthe- 
tics, or the philosophical theory of beauty and art, 
is of the utmost importance in its connexion with 
other inquiries into the human mind ; but, consi- 
dered by itself, it is not of sufficient practical 
instruction ; and it can only become so by its 
union with the history of the arts. We give the 
appellation of criticism to the intermediate pro- 
vince between general theory and experience or 
history. The comparing together and judging the 
existing productions of the human mind must 
sujpply us with a knowledge of the means which 
are requisite for the conception and execution of 
masterly works of art. 

We will therefore endeavour to throw light bn 
the history of the dramatic art by the torch of 
criticism. In the course of this attempt it will be 
necessary to adopt many a proposition, without 
proof, from general theory ; but I bq)e that the 
manner in which this shall be done will not be 
considered as objectionable. 

Before I proceed forther, I wish to say a few 
words respecting the spirit of my criticism, a study 
to which 1 have devoted a great part of my lift. 


^ From ^ ienHeiuii wm 
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We see numbers of men, and even whole nations, sq; 
much fettered by the habits of their eduoation and 
modes of living, that they cannot shake themselves 
free from them, even in the enjoyment of the fim 
arts* Nothing to them appears natural, proper, or 
beautiful, which is foreign to their language, their 
manners, or their social relations# In this exclu^ 
sive mode of seeing and feeling, it is no doubt pos« 
sible, by means of cultivation, to attain a great 
nicety of discrimination in the narrow circle within 
which they are limited and circumscribed. But 
no man can be a true critic or connoisseur who does 
not possess a universality of mind, who does not 
possess the flexibility, which, throwing aside all 
personal predilections and blind habits, enables him 
to transport himself into the peculiarities of other 
ages and nations, to feel them as it were from their 
proper central point; and, what ennobles human 
nature, to recognize and respect whatever is beau- 
tiful and grand under those external modifications 
which are necessary to their existence, and which 
sometimes even seem to disguise them. There is 
no monopoly of poetry for certain ages and na<» 
tions ; and consequently that despotism in taste, by 
which it is attempted to make those rules universal 
which were at first perhaps arbitrarily established, 
is a pretension which ought never to be allowed* 
Poetry, taken in its widest acceptation, as the power 
of creating what is beautiful, and representing it lo 
the eye or the ear, is a universal gift of Heavent 
which is even shared to a certain extent by those 
whom . we call barbarians and savages, Xnteraa} 

B 2 
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excetletice is aibne decisive, and where this exists 
we must not allow ourselves to be repelled by ex- 
ternal appearances. Every thing must be traced 
up to the root of our existence : if it has sprung 
from thence, it must possess an undoubted worth ; 
but if, without possessing a living germ, it is merely 
an external appendage, it can never thrive nor ac- 
quire a proper growth. Many productions whicli 
appear at first sight dazzling phenomena in the 
province of the fine arts, and which as a wliolc have 
beai honoured with the appellation of works of a 
golden age, resemble the mimic gardens of chil- 
dren : impatient to witness the work of their hands 
they break off here and there branches and flowers, 
and plant them in the earth ; every thing at first 
assumes a noble appearance ; the childish gardener 
struts proudly up and down among his elegant 
beds, till the rootless plants begin to droop, and 
hang down their withered leaves and flowers, and no- 
thing soon remains but the bare twigs, while the dark 
forest, on which no art or care was ever bestowed, 
and which towered up towards heaven long before 
human remembrance, bears every blast unshaken, 
imd fills the solitary beholder with religious awe. 

Let us now think of applying the idea which we 
have been developing, of the universality of true 
criticism, to the history of poetry and the fine arts. 
We generally limit it, (although there may be 
much which deserves to be known beyond this 
circle) as we limit what we call universal history 
to whatever has had a nearer or more remote influ- 
ence on the present cultivation of Europe: con- 
1 
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«equently to the works of the Greeks and Romanaj^ 
and of thase of the moderp European nations^ who 
first and chiefly distinguished themselves in art and 
literature. It is well known that^ three centuries 
and a half ago, the study of ancient literature, by 
the diffusion of the Grecian language, (for the Latin 
was never extinct,) received a new' life ; the classical 
authors were sought after with avidity, and made 
accessible by means of the press ; and the monu- 
ments of ancient art were carefully dug up and 
preserved. AH this excited tlie human mind in a 
powerful manner, and formed a decided epoch in 
the history of our cultivation ; the fruits have ex- 
tended to our times, and will extend to a period 
beyond the power of our calculation. But the 
study of the ancients w^as immediately carried to a 
most pernicious extent The learned, who were 
chiefly in the possession of this knowledge, and 
wlio were incapable of distinguishing themselves 
by their own productions, yielded an unlimited 
deference to the ancients, and with great appearance 
of reason, as they are models in their kind. They 
maintained that nothing could be hoped for the 
human mind but in the imitation of the ancients ; 
and they only esteemed in the works of the mo 
derns whatever resembled, or seemed to bear a re- 
semblance to, those of antiquity. Every thing else 
was rejected by them as barbarous and unnaturaL 
It was quite otherwise with the great poejts and 
artists. However strong their enthusiasm for the 
ancients, and however determined their purpose of 
entering into competition with them, they were 
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compelled by the characteristic peculiarity of their 
minds, to proceed in a t(ack of their own, and to 
impress upon their productions the stamp of their 
own genius. 8uch was the case with Dante among 
the Italians, the father of modern poetry ; he ac- 
knowledged Virgil for his instructor, but produced 
a work which, of all others, differs the most from 
,, the iEneid, and far excels it in our opinion, in 
strength, truth, depth, and comprehension. It was 
the same afterwards with Ariosto, who has most 
unaccountably been compared to Homer ; for no- 
thing can be more unlike. It was the same in the 
fine arts with Michael Angelo and Raphael, who 
were without doubt well acquainted with the an- 
tique. When we ground our judgment of modern 
painters merely on their resemblance of the an- 
cients, we must necessarily be unjust towards them ; 
and hence Winkclraann has undoubtedly been guilty 
of injustice to Raphael. As the poets for the most 
part acquiesced in the doctrines of the learned, we 
may observe a curious struggle in them between 
their natural inclination and their imagined duty. 
When they sacrificed to the latter they were praised 
by the learned ; but by yielding to their own in- 
clinations tliey became the favourites of the peo- 
ple. What preserves the heroic poems of a Tasso 
and a CamoiSns to this day alive, in the hearts and 
on the lips of their countrymen, is by no means 
their imperfect resemblance to Virgil, or even to 
Homer, but in Tasso the tender feeling of chival- 
roiu|||||re and honour, and in Camoens the glowing 
ins^fHStion of patriotic heroism. 
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Those very ages, nations, and classes, that were 
least in want of a poetry of their own, were the most 
assiduous in their imitatiDn of the ancients. Hence 
the dull scholastic exercises which could at most 
excite a cold admiration. But, in the fine arts, 
mere imitation is always fruitless ; what we borrow 
from others must be again as it were bora in us, 
to produce a poetical effect. Of what avail is all 
foreign imitation ? Art cannot exist without na* 
ture, and man can give nothing to bis fellow men 
but himself. 

The genuine followers of the ancients, those who 
attempted to rival them, who from a similarity of 
disposition and cultivation proceeded in their track, 
and acted in their spirit, were at all times as few as 
their mechanical spiritless imitators were numerous. 
The great body of critics, seduced by external 
appearance, have been always but too indulgent 
even to these imitators. They held them up as 
correct modern classics, while those animated 
|K)ets, who had become the favourites of their respeo 
live nations, and to whose sublimity it was impossible 
to be altogether blind, were at roost but tolerated by 
them as rude and wild natural geniuses. But the 
unqualified separation of genius and taste which 
they assume is altogether untenable. Genius is 
tlic almost unconscious choice of the highest de- 
gree of excellence, and consequently it is taste ia 
its greatest perfection. 

Jn this state, nearly, matters continuted till a 
period not fkv badk, when several inquiring mixu]s« 
chiefly Germans, endeavoured to clear up the mia* 

3 
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conception, and to hold the ancients in proper esti- 
mation, without being insensible to the merits of the 
moderns of a totally different description. The 
apparent contradiction did npt intimidate them. — 
Hie ground work of human nature is no doubt 
every where the same ; but in all our investigations 
we may observe that there is no fundamental power 
throughout the whole range of nature so simple, but 
that it is capable of dividing and diverging into 
opposite directions. The whole play of living mo- 
tion hinges on harmony and Contrast Why then 
should not this phenomenon be repeated in the 
history of man r This idea led, perhaps, to the 
discovery of the true key to the ancient and* modern 
history of poetry and the fine arts. Those who 
adopted it gave to the peculiar spirit of modern 
art, as opposed to the antique or classical^ the 
name of romantic* The appellation is certainly 
not unsuitable : the word is derived from romance^ 
the name of the language of the people which was 
formed from the mixture of Latin and Teu- 
tonic, in the same manner as modern cultivation is 
the fruit of the union of the peculiarities of the 
northern nations with the fragments of antiquity. 
Hence the cultivation of the ancients was much 
more of a piece than ours. 

The distinction which we have just stated can 
hardly fail to appear well founded, if it can be 
shown that the same contrast in the labours of the 
ancients 4nd moderns runs symmetrically, I might 
almost say systematically, throughout every branch 
of art, as fer as our knowledge of antiquity extends \ 
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that it is as evident in music and the plastic arts as 
in poetry. This proposition still remains to be de- 
monstrated in its full extent, though we have nnany 
excellent observations ou different parts of the subject- 
Among the foreign authors who wrote before this 
school can be said to have been formed in Germany, 
we may mention Rousseau, who acknowledged the 
contrast in music, and demonstrated that rhythmus 
and melody constituted the prevailing principle of * 
the ancients, and harmony that of the moderns. 
In his prejudices against harmony, however, we 
altogether differ from him. On the subject of the 
plastic arts an ingenious observation was made by 
Hemsterhuys, that the ancient painters were pro- 
bably too much sculptors, and that the modern 
sculptors are too much painters. This is the exact 
point of difference ; for I shall distinctly show, in 
the sequel, that the spirit of ancient art and poetry 
is plastic, and that of the moderns picluresque. 

By an example taken from another art, that of 
architecture, I shall endeavour to illustrate what I 
mean by this contrast. In the middle ages there 
prevailed a style of architecture, which, in the last 
c‘cnturies especially, was carried to the utmost 
degree of perfection ; and which, whether justly or 
unjustly, has been called Gothic architecture. 
When, on the general revival of classical antiquity, 
the imitation of Grecian architecture became pre- 
valent, and but too frequently without a due regard 
to the difference of climate and manners Aid the 
destination of the structure, the zealots of this new 
taste passed a sweeping sentence of condemnation 
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on the Gothic, which they reprobated as taateleai, 
gloomy, and barbarous. This was in some degree 
pardonable in the Italians, among whom a love for 
ancient architecture, from the remains of classical 
edifices which they inherited, and the similarity of 
their climate to that of the Greeks, might in some 
aort be said to be innate. But witli us, abitants 
of the North, the first powerful impression on en- 
tering a Gothic cathedral is not so easily eradicated. 
We feel, on the contrary, a strong desire to in- 
vestigate and to justify the source of this itnpression. 
A veiy slight attention will convince us, that the 
Gothic architecture not only displays an extraordi- 
nary degree of mechanical dexterity, but also an asto- 
nishing power of invention ; and, on a closer exa- 
mination, we become impressed with the strongest 
conviction of its profound character, and of its 
constituting a full and perfect system in itself, as 
well as the Grecian. 

To the application ! — ^The Pantheon is not more 
different from Westminster Abbey or the church of 
St. Stephen at Vienna, than the structure of a 
tragedy of Sophocles from a drama of Shakspeare. 
The comparison between these wonderful produc- 
tions of poetry and arcliitocture might be carried 
atill farther. But does our admiration of the one 
compel us to depreciate the other? May we not 
admit that each is great and admirable in its kind, 
although the one is, and ought to be, different from 
die other? The experiment is worth attempting. 
We wiUsauiarrel with no man for his predilection 
tJtmiWRnc Uredan or the Gothic. The world is 
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wide, and affords room for a great diversity of 
objects. Narrow and exclusive prepossessions will 
never constitute a genuine critic or connoisseur, 
who ought, on the contrary, to possess the power 
of elevating himself above all partial views, and of 
subduing all personal inclinations. 

For the justification of our object, namely, the 
grand division which we lay down in the history 
of art, and according to which we conceive our* 
selves equally warranted in establishing the same 
division in dramatic literature, it might be sufficient 
merely to have stated this contrast between the 
ancient, or classical, and the romantic. But as there 
are exclusive admirers of the ancients, who never 
cease asserting that all deviation from them is 
merely thf whim of recent critics, who express 
themselves on the subject in a language full of 
mystery, but cautiously avoid conveying their sen- 
timents in a tangible shape, I shall endeavour to 
explain the origin and spirit of the romantic^ and 
then leave the world to judge if the use of the 
word, and of the idea whidi it is intended to con- 
vey, are sufficiently justified. 

The formation * of the Greeks was a natural 
education in its utmost perfection. Of a beautiful 
and noble race, endowed with susoeptible senses 
and a clear understanding, placed beneath a mild 
heaven, they lived and bloomed in the full health 

* Bildung in the original. Formation is hardly used fn this 
sense in English ; but 1 know no single English word which 
approaches nearer to it. BUden in German u synonkaons with 
tie Greek caitm».-»-TauLK«. 
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of existence ; and, under a singular coincidence of 
favourable circumstances, performed all of which 
our circumscribed nature is capable. The whole of 
their art and their poetry is expressive of the con- 
sciousness of this harmony of all their faculties* 
They have invented the poetry bf gladness. 

Their religion was the deification of the powers 
of nature and of the earthly life : but this wor- 
ship, which, among other nations, clouded the 
imagination with images of horror, and filled the 
heart with unrelenting cruelty, assumed, among the 
Greeks, a mild, a grand, and a dignified form. 
Superstition, too often the tyrant of the human 
faculties, seemed to liave here contributed to their 
freest developement. It cherished the arts by which 
it was ornamented, and the idols becam^ models of 
ideal beauty. 

But however far the Greeks may have carried 
beauty, and even morality, wc cannot allow any 
higher character to their formation than that of a 
refined and ennobled sensuality. Let it not be 
understood that I assert this to be true in every 
instance. The conjectures of a few philosophers, 
and the irradiations of poetical inspiration, con- 
stitute an exception. Man can never altogether 
turn aside his thoughts from infinity, and some 
obscure recollections will always remind him of his 
original home; but we are now speaking of the 
principal object towards which his endeavours are 
directed. 

Religion is the root of human existence. Were 
it possible for man to renounce all religion, in*? 
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eluding that of which he is unconscious, and oyer 
which he has no control, he would become a mere 
surface without any internal substance. When this 
centre is disturbed the whole system of the mental 
faculties must receive another direction. 

And this is what has actually taken place in 
modern Europe through the introduction of Chris- 
tianity, l^his sublime and beneficent religion has 
regenerated the ancient world from its state of ex- 
haustion and debasement ; it has become the guid- 
ing principle in the history of modern nations, and 
even at this day, when many suppose they have 
shaken off its authority, they will find themselves 
in all human affairs much more under its influence 
than they themselves are aware. 

After Christianity, the character of Europe, since 
the commencement of the middle ages, has been 
chiefly influenced by the Germanic race of northern 
conquerors, who infused new life and vigour into 
a degenerated people. The stern nature of the 
north drives man back within himself ; and what is 
withdrawn from the free development of the senses, 
must, in noble dispositions, be added to their earn- 
estness of mind. Hence the honest cordiality with 
which Christianity was received by all the Teutonic 
tribes, in whom it penetrated more deeply, dis- 
played more powerful effects, and became more 
interwoven with all human 'feelings, tlian in the 
case of any other people. 

From a union of the rough but honest heroism 
of the northern conquerors and the sentiments of 
Christianity, chivalry had its origin, of which the 
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object wasj by holy and respected vowa, to guard 
those who bore arms from every rude and unge- 
nerous abuse of strength^ into which it was so easy 
to deviate. 

With the virtues of chivalry was associated a 
^ew and purer spirit of love, an inspired homage 
for genuine female worth, which was now revered 
as the pinnacle of humanity ; and, enjoined by re- 
ligion itself under the image of a virgin mother, 
infused into all hearts a sentiment of unalloyed 
goodness. 

As Christianity was not, like the heathen worship, 
satisfied with certain external acts, but claimed a 
dominion over the whole inward man and the most 
hidden movements of the heart; the feeling of 
moral independence was in like manner preserved 
alive by the laws of ^onour, a worldly morality, as 
it were, which was often at variance with the re- 
ligious, yet in so far resembled it, that it never 
calculated consequences, but consecrated uncon- 
ditionally certain principles of action, as truths 
elevated beyond all the investigation of casuistical 
reasoning. 

Chivalry, love, and honour, with religion itself, 
are the objects of the natural poetry which poured 
itself out in the middle ages with incredible fulness, 
and preceded the more artificial formation of the 
romantic character. This age hzd also its mytho- 
logy, consisting of chivalrous tales and legends; 
but their wonders and their heroism were the very 
reverse of those of the ancient mythology. 

Several inquirers, who, in otiier inspects, enter- 
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tain the aame conception of the peculiarities of the 
moderns^ and trace them to the same source that 
we do, have placed the essence of the northern 
poetry in melancholy ; and to this, when properly 
understood, we have nothing to object. 

Among the Greeks human nature was in itsel£ 
all-su£Bcient ; they were conscious of no wants, ana 
aspired at no higher perfection than that which 
they could actually attain by the exercise of their 
own faculties. We, however, are taught by supe- 
rior wisdom that man, through a high offence, for- 
feited the place for which he was originally destined; 
and that the whole object of his earthly existence 
is to strive to regain that situation, which, if left 
to his own strength, he could never accomplish* 
The religion of the senses had only in view the 
possession of outward and p g ^shable blessings ; 
and immortality, in so far as it was believed, ap- 
peared in an obscure distance like a shadow, a faint 
dream of this bright and vivid futurity. The very 
reverse of all this is the case with the Christian : 
every thing finite and mortal is lost in the contem- 
plation of infinity ; life has become shadow and 
darkness, and the first dawning of our real exist- 
ence opens in the world beyond the grave. Such a 
religion must waken the foreboding, which slumbers 
in every feeling heart, to the most thorough con- 
sciousness, that the happiness after which we strive 
we can never here attain ; that no external object 
can ever entirely fill our souls; and that every 
mortal enjoyment is but a fleeting and momentary 
deception. When the soul, resting as it were under 



16 


LECTlfftES ON 


the willows of exile,* breathes out its longing for 
its distant home, the prevailing character of its 
songs must be melancholy. Hence the poetry of 
the ancients was the poetry of enjoyment, and ours 
is that of desire : the former has its foundation in 

t e scene which is present, while the latter hovers 
twixt recollection and hope. Let me not be un- 
derstood to affirm that every thing flows in one 
strain of wailing and complaint, and that the voice 
of melancholy must always be loudly heard. As 
the austerity of tragedy was not incompatible with 
the joyous views of the Greeks, so the romantic 
poetry can assume every tone, even that of the 
most lively gladness ; but still it will always, in 
some shape or other, bear traces of the source from 
which it originated. The feeling of the moderns 
is, upon the wiiolqgjnore intense, their fancy more 
incorporeal, And their thoughts more contemplative. 
In nature, it is true, the boundaries of objects run 
more into one another, and things are not so dis- 
tinctly separated as we must exhibit them for the 
sake of producing a distinct impression. 

The Grecian idea of humanity consisted in a 
perfect concord And proportion between all the 
powers, — a natural harmony. The moderns again 
have arrived at the consciousness of the internal 
discord which renders such an idea impossible; 
and hence the endeavour of their poetry is to recon- 

,•7 

* Trquerweiden der verbannwng^ literally, tki toeeping mUom 
qf hanishmtni ; an allusion, as every reader must know, to the 
lS7th Psalm. Linnseus, from this Psalm, calls the weeping wil- 
low Salix Tkans. ^ 
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rile these two worlds between which we find our- 
selves divided, and to melt them indissolubly into 
one another. The impt'essions of the senses are 
consecrated, as it were, from their mysterious con- 
nexion with higher feelings ; and the soul, on the 
other hand, embodies its forebodings, or nameless 
visions of infinity, in the phenomena of the senses. 

In the Grecian art and poetry we find an original 
and unconscious unity of form and subject ; in the 
modern, so far as it has remained true to . its own 
spirit, we observe a keen struggle to unite the two, 
as being naturally in opposition to each other. The 
Grecian executed what it proposed in the utmost 
perfection ; but the modem can only do justice to its 
endeavours after what is infinite by approximation ; 
and, from a certain api^earance of imperfection, is in 
greater danger of not jjeing du^ appreciated. 

It would lead us too far, if^^F the separate arts 
of architecture, music, and painting, (for the mo- 
derns have never had a sculpture of their own) we 
should endeavour to point out the distinctions which 
wc have here announced, to show the contrast ob- 
servable ill the character of the same arts among 
the ancients, and thoroughly to investigate and de- 
monstrate their kindred aim. 

Neither can we here enter into a more particular 
consideration of the diflerent kinds and forms of 
the romantic poetry, but must return to our object^ 
which is dramatic literature. Its division, as in 
the other departments of art, into the antique and 
the romantic, will point out to us the course which 
we have to pursue. 

VOL, I. c 
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We shall begin with the ancients ; then proceed 
to tbefr imitators, genuine or supposed successors 
^be moderns ; and lastly, we shall consider 
those poets of latter times, who, either disregarding 
the classical models, or purposely deviating from 
them, have proceeded in a path of their own* 

Of the ancient dramatists the Greeks can alone 
be considered as important. The Romans were in 
this branch at first mere translators of the Greeks, 
and afterwards imitators, and not always successful 
imitators. Besides, much less of them has been 
preserved. Among the modern nations an endea* 
vour to restore the ancient stage, and, if possible, 
to perfect it, has been displayed in a very con- 
spicuous manner by the Italians and the French. 
In other nations, also, more or less, especially of 
late, attempts of d^§ame kind have at times been 
made in tragedy ; tBt in comedy, the form under 
which it appears in Plautus and Terence has cer^ 
tainly been more prevalent. Of all the studied 
imitations of the ancient tragedy the French is 
that which is the most splendid, which has ac- 
quired the greatest renown, and which, conse^ 
quently, deserves the most attentive investigation. 
After the French come the modem Italians; viz. 
Metastasio and Alfieri. The native countries of 
^antic drama, which, strictly speaking, can 
be called tragedy nor comedy in the sense 
ancients, are England and Spain. It began 
to flourish at the same time in both, somewhat 
more than two hundred years ago, through Sbak- 
speare and Liope de Vega. • 
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The German stage is the last of ail, and has bem 
influenced in the greatest variety of ways by all 
those which preceded it. It will be proper there* 
fore also to enter last upon its consideration. By 
this means we shall be better enabled to decide 
with respect to the directions which it has hitherto 
taken, and to point out the prospects which are 
still open to it. 

When I promise to go through the history of the 
Greek and Roman, of the Italian and French, and 
of the English and Spanish Theatres, in the few 
hours which are dedicated to these Lectures, i wish 
it to be understood that I can only enter into such an 
account of them, as w^ill comprehend their most 
essential }>eculiarities under general points 6f view. 
Although I confine myself to one branch of poetry, 
the mass of materials compre|pnded within that 
branch is too extensive to be ta^n in by the eye at 
once, and this would be the case, were I even to 
limit myself to one of its subordinate departments. 
We might read ourselves to death with forces. In 
the ordinary histories of literature the poets of one 
language, and one description, are enumerated in 
succession, without any discrimination, like so 
many Assytian and Egyptian Kings in the ancient 
universal history. There are persons who have an 
unconquerable passion for the titles of books, and 
We willingly concede to them the privilege of in-* 
creasing their number by books on the titles of 
books. It is much the same thing, however, as in the 
history of a war to give the name of every soldier 
who fought^u the files of the hostile armies. We 
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speak only of the generals, and those who per- 
formed actions of distinction. In like manner the 
battles of the human mind, if I may use the ex- 
pression, have been won by a few intellectual heroes. 
The history of the developement of art and its 
various forms may be therefore exhibited in the 
characteristic view of a number, by no means con- 
siderable, of elevated and creative minds. 

Before, however, entering upon such a history as 
we have now described, it will be previously ne- 
cessary to consider what is meant by dramatic^ 
ihe^trical^ tragic^ and comic. 

What is dramatic? To many the answer will 
seem veiy easy: where various persons are intro- 
duced conversing together, and the poet does not 
speak in his own person. This is, however, merely 
the first external ||:>undation of the form ; it is 
dialogue. When the characters deliver thoughts 
and sentiments opposed to each other, but which 
operate no change, and which leave the minds of 
both in exactly the same state in which they were 
at the commencement ; the conversation may in- 
deed be deserving of attention, but can be produc- 
tive of no dramatic interest. I shall make this 
clear by alluding to a more tranquil sp^ies of 
dialogue, not adapted for the stage, the philosophic. 
When, in Plato, Socrates asks the conceited sophist 
Hippias, what is the meaning of the beautiful, the 
latter is at once ready with a superficial answer, but 
is afterwards compelled by the disguised attacks of 
Socrates to give up his former definition, and to 
grope about him for other ideas, till, ashamed at last 
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and irritated at the superiority, of the sage who has 
convicted him of his ignorance^ he is reduced to 
quit the field; this dialogue is not merely philoso- 
phically instructive^ but arrests the attention like a 
little drama. And therefore this animation in the 
progress of the thoughts^ the anxiety with which we 
look to the result^ in a word^ the dramatic nature 
of the dialogues of Plato has always been very 
justly celebrated. 

From this we may conceive the great charm of 
dramatic poetry. Action is the true enjoyment of 
life, nay, life itself. Mere passive enjoyments may 
lull us into a state of obtuse satisfaction^ but even 
then, when possessed of internal activity, we can- 
not avoid being soon wearied. The great bulk of man- 
kind are merely from their situation, or from their 
incapacity for uncommon exerti^s, confined within 
a narrow^ circle of insignificant operations. Their 
days flow on in succession according to the drowsy 
laws of custom, their life is imperceptible in its 
progress, and the bursting torrent of the first pas- 
sions of youth soon settles into a stagnant marsh* 
From the discontent which they feel with their 
situation they are compelled to have recourse to all 
sorts of diversions, which uniformly consist in a 
species of occupation that may be renounced at 
pleasure, and though a struggle with difficulties, 
yet with difficulties that are easily surmounted. 
But of all diversions the theatre is undoubtedly the 
most entertaining. We see important actions when 
we cannot act importantly ourselves. The highest 
object of human activity is man, and in the drama 
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we see men, from motives of friendship or hostility, 
measure their powers with each other, influence 
each other as intellectual and moral beings by their 
thoughts, sentiments, and passions, and decidedly 
determine their reciprocal relations. The art of the 
poet is to separate from the fable whatever does not 
essentially belong to it, whatever, in the daily ne- 
cessities of real life, and the petty occupations to 
which they give rise, interrupts the progress of im- 
portant actions, and to concentrate within a narrow 
space a number of events calculated to fill the 
minds of the hearers with attention and expecta- 
tion. In this manner it affords us a renovated 
picture of life ; a compendium of whatever is ani- 
mated and interesting in human existence. 

This is not all. — Even in a lively verbal relation, it 
is frequently customary to introduce persons in con- 
versation with each other, and to give a correspond- 
ing variety to the tone and the language. But the 
gaps, which these conversations still leave in the 
story, are filled up with a description of the ac- 
companying circumstances, or other particulars, by 
the person who relates in his own name. The dra- 
matic poet must renounce all such assistance ; but 
for this he is richly recompensed in the following 
invention. He requires each of the characters in 
his action to be represented by a real person ; that 
this person in size, age, and figure, should resemble at 
much as possible the ideas which we are to form of 
his imaginary being, and even assume every pe- 
culiarity by which that being is distinguished 5 
that every speech should be delivered in a suitable 
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tone of voice, and accompanied by corresponding 
looks and motions ; and that those external cir« 
cumstances should be added which are necessary to 
give the hearers a clear idea of what is going for- 
ward. Moreover these representations of the 
creatures of his imagination must appear in the 
costume suitable to their assumed rank, age, and 
country ; partly that they may bear a greater resem* 
blance to them, and partly because there is some* 
thing characteristic even in the dresses. Lastly 
he must see them surrounded by a place which in 
some degree resembles that where, according 'to 
his fable, the action took place, because this also 
contributes to the resemblance: he places them 
on a scene. All this brings us to the idea of 
the theatre* It is evident that in the form of 
dramatic poetry, that is, in the representation of an 
action by dialogue without any relation, the in- 
gredient of a theatre is essentially necessary. We 
allow that there are dramatic works Which were not 
originally destined by their authors for the stage, 
and which would not produce any great effect on it, 
that still afford great pleasure in the perusal. 1 am, 
however, very much inclined to doubt whether 
they would produce the same strong impression 
upon a person who had never seen a play, and 
never heard a description of one, which they do 
upon us. We are accustomed, in reading dramatic 
works, to supply the representation ourselves. 

The invention of the dramatic art, and that of a 
theatre, seem to lie very near one another. Man has 
a great disposition to mimicry ; when he enters 

3 
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viclly into the situation, sentiments, and passions of 
others, he even involuntarily puts on a resemblance 
to them in his gestures. Children are perpetuaUy 
going out of themselves; it is one of tlieir chief 
amusements to represent those grown people whom 
they have had an Opportunity of observing, or what- 
ever comes in their way; and with the happy flex- 
ibility of their imagination, they can exhibit all the 
characteristics of assumed dignity in a father, a 
schoolmaster, or a king. Tl)e sole step which ds 
requisite for the invention of a drama, namely, the 
separating and extracting the mimetic elements 
and fragments from social life, and representing 
them cdilected together into one mass, has not how- 
ever been taken in many nations. In the very mi- 
nute description of ancient £gypt in Herodotus and 
other writers, I do not recollect observing the smallest 
trace of it. The Etrurians again, who in many re- 
spects resembled the Egyptians, had their the- 
atrical representations ; and, what is singular enough, 
the Etruscan name for an actor, hisirio^ is pre- 
served in living languages down to the present day. 
The Arabians and Persians, though possessed of 
a rich poetical literature, are unacquainted with 
any sort of drama. It was the same with Eu- 
rope in the middle ages. On the introduction 
of Christianity, the pli^s handed down among 
the Greeks and Romans were abolished, partly 
from their reference to heathen ideas, and partly, 
because they bad degenerated into the most im 
pudent and indecent immorality ; and they were 
not .again revived till after the lapse of nearly; a 
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thousand years. Even in the fourteenth century 
we do not find in Boccacio, %vho, however, gives us 
a most accurate picture of the whole constitution 
of social lifcj the smallest trace of plays. In place 
of them they had then only story-tellers, minstrels, 
and jugglers, (centeurs^ memstriers^ jongleurs)* 
On the other hand we are by no means entitled to 
assume, that the invention of the drama has only 
once taken place in the world, and that it has always 
been borrowed by one people from another. The 
English navigators mention that among the islan- 
ders of the South Seas, who in every mental qua- 
lification and acquirement are in such a low scale of 
civilization, they yet observed a rude drama, 
in which a common event in life was imitated for 
the sake of diversion. And to go to the other ex- 
treme : among the Indians, the people from whom 
perhaps all the cultivation of the human race has 
been derived, plays were known long before they 
could have experienced any foreign influence. It 
has. lately been made known to Europe, that they 
have a rich dramatic literature, which ascends back 
for more than two thousand years. The only spe- 
cimen of their plays (nataks) hitherto known to us 
is the delightful Sakontala, which, notwithstanding 
the colouring of a foreign climate, bears in its 
general structure such a striking resemblance to 
our romantic drama, that we might be inclined to 
suspect we owe this resemblance to the predilec- 
tion for Shakspeare entertained by Jones the En- 
glish translator, if his fidelity were not confirtned 
by other leanicd orientalists. In the golden times 
6 
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of India, the representation of this natak served to 
delight the splendid imperial court of Delhi ; but it 
would appear that, from the misery of numberless 
oppressions, die dramatic art in that country is now 
entirely at an ^d. The Chinese again have their 
standing national theatre, stationary perhaps in 
every sense of the word ; and I do not doubt that, 
in the establishment of arbitrary rules, and the 
delicate observance of insignificant points of de- 
corum, they leave the most correct Europeans very 
far behind them. When the new European" stage 
in the fifteenth century had its origin in the allego- 
rical and spiritual pieces called Moralities and Mys- 
teries, this origin was not owing to the influence of 
the ancient dramatists, who did not come into circu- 
lation till some time afterwards. In those rude 
beginnings lay the germ of the romantic drama as 
a peculiar invention* 

In this wide extent of theatrical entertainments, 
we may again remark how great the distance in 
dramatic talent between nations equally distin- 
guished for intellect ; so that theatrical talent, which 
is essentially different from a poetical gift in general, 
seems also to have this specific peculiarity. We 
are not to wonder at the contrast between the 
Greeks and Romans, for the Greeks were alto- 
gether a nation devoted 1x> art, and the Romans a 
practical Mqple. Among the latter the fine arts were 
introdudvks a luxury, calculated to produce cor- 
ruption and degeneracy. They carried this luxury 
BO far mth respect to the theatre itself, that the 
k)giPirfectioii of the essential part of the performance 
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was soon forgot in the immeitsity of the decortt- 
tions. Even among the Greeks the dramatic art 
was far from general. The theatre was invented 
in Athens, and in Athens alone it w^as carried to 
perfection. The Doric dramas o^piebarmus form 
only a slight exception. All the great creative 
dramatists of the Greeks were born and formed in 
Attica. Throughout the whole extent of the Gre- 
cian nation, with whatever success the fine arts 
were almost every where practised, in all other 
places but Athens they could only admire the pro- 
ductions of the Attic stage, without being able to 
rival them. 

The dificrence in this respect is astonishing be- 
tween the Spaniards and their neighbours the For- 
tuguese, related to them by descent and by lan- 
guage. The Spaniards possess a dramatie Jiteratdre 
of inexhaustible wealth ; their dramatists in fertility 
resemble the Greeks, of whom more than a hun- 
dred pieces can frequently be named. Whatever 
judgment in other respects may be pronounced on 
their merits, the praise of invention has never yet 
been denied to them ; this has in fact been but too 
well ascertained, as Italians, French, and English 
have all availed themselves of the ingenious inven- 
tions of the Spaniards, and often without pointing 
out the source from which they derived them. The 
Portuguese again, who in other branches of poetry 
rival the Spaniards, have hardly done any thing in 
this department, and have never even had a national 
theatre ; they were from time to time viSited by 
strcllibg S^ni$h players ; and they chose rather to 
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listen to a foreign dialect, which if not taught tlicm 
they could not always understand, than to invent, 
or at least to translate and imitate, for themselves. 

Among the many talents for art and literature dis- 
played by the It^ans, the dramatic is by no means 
pre-eminent, ana this defect they would almost 
seem to have inherited from the Romans, in the 
same manner as their great talent for mimicry and 
buffoonery ascends back to the most ancient times. 
The extemporary compositions called Fabula AttU 
lan^Bt the only original and national dramatic form 
of the Romans, in respect of plan, were not perhaps 
more perfect than what is called the Comnicdia ddC 
Ari€f or extemporary comedy with masks. In the 
ancient Saturnalia we have ^probably ti)e germ of 
the present carnival, which is entirely an Italian 
invention. The opera and ballet were also the in- 
vention of the Italians : a species of theatrical 
amusements, in which the dramatic interest is en- 
tirely subordinate to music and dancing. 

If the German genius has not developed itself 
with the same fulness and ease in the dramatic 
branch as in other departments of literature, this 
deficiency arises perhaps from the peculiar character 
of the nation. The Germans are a speculative, 
people, that is, a people who wish to become ac- 
quainted with the principle of whatever they are 
engaged in by reflection and meditation. On that 
very account they arc not sufficiently practical ; for 
if we wish to act with dexterity, vigour, and de- 
termination, wc must some time or other believe 
that wc have become masters of our subject, and 
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not be perpetually returning to demonstrate its* 
theory ; we must even have settled ourselves into a 
certain partiality of idea. In the invention and 
conduct of a drama the practical spirit must prevail : 
the dramatic poet is not allowed tc^dream that be is 
inspired^ he must go the straightest way to his ob- 
ject ; and the Germans are but too apt to lose sight 
of their object in the course of their way to it.rr-. 
Besides^ in the drama the national features must he 
marked in the most prominent manner, and the 
national character of the Germans is modest and 
averse to every thing like pretension; and. the 
noble endeavour to become acquainted with, and to 
appropriate to ourselves whatever is excellent in 
others, is not seldom accompanied with the under- 
valuing our oivn worth. Hence our stage has often, 
in form and subject, been under more than a due 
degree of foreign influence. Our object is not, 
however, the mere passive repetition of the Grecian 
or French, the Spanish, or English theatres ; but 
we seek, as it appears to me, a form which con- 
tains whatever is truly poetical in all these theatres, 
with the exception of what is founded in local cir- 
cumstances ; in the subject, however, the Ger- 
man national features ought certainly to pre- 
dominate. 
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Theatrical effect.— Importance of the stage. Principal species 
of the drama. — Essence of tragedy and comedy.— Serious- 
ness and mirtlw-^How far it is possible to become acquainted 
. with the ancients without knowing the original languages. — 
WinkeUwann. 

After this rapid view of what may be called the 
map of dramatic literature^ w'e return to the examina** 
tion of the principal idea. Wc have already shown 
that the supposition of a visible representation is es« 
sentkl to the dramatic form ; and a dramatic work can 
therefore be considered in a double point of view, how 
it is poetical^ and how far it is theatricai.'-^ 
The two are by no means inseparable. I do not 
mean, the poetical expression : 1 am not now con-^ 
sidering^the versification and the ornaments of lan« 
guage^ though without a higher merit these are the 
least; essmtial parts of theatrical works, but the 
poetry in tbe spirit andif^plan of a pieces and* 
this may exist in a high degree, when it is even 
written in prose. How does a drama become poe- 
tical? Most assuredly in the very same way as 
works in other branches become so. It must in* 
the first place be a connected whole, and cottiplete 
within it^lf. But this is merely the negative con- 
dition of the form of a work of art, by which it is 
distingui^ed from the phenomena nature, which 
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flow into one another, and do not possess an inde* 
pendent existence. To be poetical it is necessary 
that it should be a mirror of ideas, that is, thoughts 
and feelings in their character necessary and eter- 
nally true, which soar above this earthly life, and 
that it should exhibit them embodied before us. 
The ideas which in this view are essential to the 
different departments of the drama will hereafter 
be the object of our investigation. We shall also, 
by way of contrast, show that without them a 
drama becomes altogether prosaic and empirical, 
that is, composed by the understanding from the 
observation of reality. 

But how does a dramatic work become theatrical, 
or fitted to appear with advantage on the stage r It 
is often ditficult in a single instance to determine 
whether it may possess such a property or not— ?• 
This is frequently the subject of great controversy, 
especially when the self-love of authors and players 
comes into collision ; the one throws the blame of 
the failure on the other, and those who advocate 
the cause of the author complain of the inadequacy 
of the representation, and ^ the insufficiency of/the 
means afforded to do justice to his conceptions.— 
But in general the answer to this question is by no 
means so difficult. The ol:yect proposed is to pro- 
duce an impression on an assembled crowd, to gain 
their attention, and to excite in them an interest 
and participation. This part of his business is 
common to the poet with the orator. How does 
the latter attain his end ? By perspicuity^ceierity, 
and force. Whatever exceeds the ordinary measure 
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of patience or comprehension must be carefully 
avokled by him. Moreover, a number of men as-* 
sembled together constitute an object of distraction 
to one another, if their eyes and ears ure not di- 
rected to a common object beyond their circle. 
Hence the dramatic poet, as -well as the orator, 
must at the very commencement produce, such a 
strong impression as to draw his hearers from 
themselves, and become masters, as it were, of their 
bodily attention. There is a species of poetry 
capable of producing a soft emotion in a mind 
tuned to solitary contemplation, as the gentle 
breezes draw forth accordant sounds from an 
iSolian harp. However excellent this poetry may 
be in without some other accompaniment 

its tones would be lost on the stage. The melting 
harmonica is not calculated to regulate the march 
of an army^ and kindle its military Enthusiasm. 
For this we must have piercing instruments, but 
above all a decided rhythmus, to quicken the pulsa- 
tion aitd give a more rapid motion to the senses. 
The grand requisite iii a drama is to make this 
rbythmut» visible in its progress. When this has 
once been effected, the poet may the sooner halt in 
his rapid career, and indulge his own inclinations. 
There are points, when the most simple or artless 
tale, the inspired lyric, the most profound thoughts, 
and remote allusions, the smartest corruscations of 
wit, and tlie most dazzling flights of a sportive or 
ethereal fajl|H|fe all in their place, and when the 
wUlif^ even those who cannot entirely 

lien<k)^hem, follow the whole with a greedy 
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ear, like a music in harmony with their feelings. The 
great art of the poet is to avail himself of the efiFect 
of contrasts, wherever he can, to exhibit at times, in 
as clear a manner, a quiet stillness, the musings of 
self contemplation, and even the indolent resigna- 
tion of exhausted nature, as at other times the 
most tumultuous emotions, the most raging storm 
of the passions. With respect to the theatrical, 
however, we must never forget thsft much must be 
suited to the capacities and inclinations of the 
audience, and consequently to the national cha- 
racter in general, and the particular degree of civi- 
lization. Dramatic poetry is in a certain sense the 
most worldly of all, for from the stillness of an 
inspired mind, it exhibits itself in the midst of the 
noise and tumult of social life. The dramatic poet 
is, more than any other, obliged to court external 
favour for applause. But he ought to lower him- 
self only in appearance to his hearers ; in reality, how- 
ever, elevate them to himself. 

In producing an impression on an assembled 
multitude, the following circumstance deserves to 
be weighed, that the whole amount of its impor- 
tance may be ascertained. In ordinary intercourse 
men exhibit only their exteriors to one another. 
They are withheld by suspicion or indifference from 
allowing others to look into what passes within 
them ; and to speak with any thing like emotion 
or agitation of that which is nearest our heart would 
be considered unsuitable to the tone of polished 
society. The orator tind the dramatic poet find 
means to break down these barriers of conven- 
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tional reserve. While they transport their hearers 
lo such scenes of mental agitation, that their extern 
na| signs break involuntarily forth, evf ly man per^ 
ceives in those around him the same degree of 
emotion, and those who before were strangers to 
one another, become in a moment intimately ac- 
quainted. The tears which the orator or the dra- 
matic poet compels them to shed for persecuted 
innocence, or a dying hero, make friends and 
brothers of them all. The efiect produced by 
seeing a number of others share in the same emo 
ttODS, on an intense feeling which usually retires 
into solitude, or only opens itself to the confidence 
of friendship, is astonishingly powerful. The be- 
lief in the justness of the feeling becomes unshaken 
from its diffusion ; we feel ourselves strong among 
so many associates, and the minds of all flow to- 
gether in one great and overflowing stream. Hence 
the privilege of influencing an assembled crowd is 
exposed to a most dangerous abuse. As we may 
inspire them in the most disinterested manner, for 
the noblest and best of purposes, we may also 
ensnare them by the deceitful webs of sophistry, 
and. dazzle them by the glare of false magnanimity, 
of which the crimes may be painted as virtues and 
even as sacrifices. Undex the delightful dress of 
oratory and poetry, ihe poison steals imperceptibly 
into the ear and the heart. Above all things let the 
cqmie poet take heed, as from the nature of his 
subject he has a tendency to split on this rock, lest 
he al^n^n opportunity for the lower and baser 
oartiSifelHlban nature to exhibit themselves with- 
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out any disguise ; for if, by the appearance of a 
common par^pation in these ignoble propensities, 
the shame Js once overcome, which generally con- 
fines them within the bounds of decency, the de- 
praved inclinations soon break out with the most 
unbridled licentiousness. 

The powerful nature of such an engine for either 
good or bad purposes has justly, in all times, 
drawn the attention of the legislature to the drama. 
Many regulations have been devised by di&rent 
states, to render it subservient to their views, and to 
guard against, abuses. The great difficulty is to 
combine such a degree of freedom as is necessary 
for the production of works of excellence, with the 
precautions demanded by the customs and institu^ 
tions of every state. In Athens the theatre flourished 
under the protection of religion, with the most tin- 
linuted freedom, and the public. morality preserved 
it for a time from degeneracy. The comedies of 
Aristophanes, which with our views and -habits 
appear so intolerably licentious, and in which the 
senate and the people themselves are covered with 
ridicule, were the seal of the Athenian freedom. 
Plato, again, wlio lived in the very same Athens, 
and witne^ed or anticipated the decline of art, pio- 
posed the entire banisiiment of dramatic poets from 
his ideal republic. Few states however have con- 
ceived it necessary to subscribe to this severe sentence 
of condemnation ; but few also have thought proper 
to leave the theatre to itself, without any super- 
intendence. many Ciiristian countries the dra- 
matic art has been honoured by being made sub- 
servient to religion, in the composition of s piritual 
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; jmd in Spain, more especially, competi- 
tion has given birth to many works ^hich neither 
devotion nor poetry will disown. In otheir states and 
under other circumstances, this has been thought 
offensive and unadviseable. Where a previous cen- 
sureship, and not merely an after responsibility on 
the part of the poet and player, is considered in- 
dispensable beforiO a piece can appear on the stage, 
it will be found perhaps the most difficult of applica- 
tion to the very point of all others of the greatest 
importance : namely, the spirit and general impres- 
sion of a piece. From the nature of the dramatic 
art, the poet must put much into the mouths of his 
characters of which he does not himself approve, 
and be conceives that his own sentiments should be 
appreciated from the spirit and connexion of the 
whole. It may again happen that a piece is per- 
fectly inoifonsive with respect to single speeches, 
and that they defy all censureship, while upon the 
whole it may be calculated to produce the most 
dangerous effects. We have in our own times seen 
but too many plays favourably received throughout 
Europe, overflowing with ebullitions of good heart- 
edness, and traits of magnanimity, and in which, 
notwithstanding, a mind of any penetration could 
not mistake the concealed aim of the writer to 
sap the foundations of moral principles, and the 
respect for whatever ought to be held in veneration 
by men ; and by that means to make the dissolute 
effeminacy of his contemporaries the panders to his 
.success.* On the other band, if any person were to 
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undertake the defence of the moral tendency of 
Aristophanes^ who has such a bad name, and whose 
licentiousne^ in particular passages appears quite 
irreconcileable with our ideas, he wduld found it on 
the general object of his pieces, in which he at least 
displays the sentiments of a patriotic citizen. 

The purport of these observations is to show the 
importance of the object of our consideration in a 
convincing manner. The theatre^ where the magic 
of many combined arts can be displayed; where 
the most elevated and profound poetry has the 
most finished action for its interpreter, action which 
is at once eloquence and a living picture; while 
architecture lends her splendid receptacle, and 
painting her perspective deceptions, and even 
music contributes its assistance to attemper the 
minds, or to heighten by its melody the agitation 
into which tliey are already thrown ; the theatre, in 
short, where the whole of the social cultivation and 
art of a nation, the fruits of centuries of continued 
exertions, may be represented in a few hours — has 
an extraordinary charm for every age, sex, and rank^ 
and was ever the most delightful amusement of 
cultivated . nations. Here, the prince, the states- 
man, and the leader of an army, see the great events 
of past times, resembling those in which they them- 
selves may be called to act, laid open in their in- 
most springs and relations ; the philosopher hnds a 
subject for the deepest reflections on the nature and 
constitution of man ; the artist follows with a 
curious eye the groups which pass rapidly before 
him, which in his fancy he embodies into future 
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pictures ; the susceptible youth opens his heart to 
every elevated feeling age becomes young in re^ 
ebllection ; even childhood sits with anxious ex- 
pectation before the gaudy curtain, which is to be 
drawn tip with a rustling noise, and to display so 
many unknown wonders: all are recreated, all are ex- 
hilarated, and all feel themselves for a time elevated 
above the sorrows and the daily cares and troubles of 
life. As the dramatic art, with the arts which are sub- 
servient to it, from neglect and contempt of artists 
arid the public for one another, may degenerate to 
such a degree as to convert the theatre into the most 
trivial and stupid amusement, and even a down- 
right waste of time, we conceive that we shall at- 
tempt something more than a light entertainment, 
if we enter on a consideration of the works pro- 
duced by the most distinguished nations in their 
most flourishing times, and institute an inquiry into 
the means of ennobling and perfecting an art of such 
high importance. 

So much for the importance of our object. We 
shall now enter into a preliminary consideration of 
the two opposite kinds into which all dramatic 
poetry may be divided, the tragic and comics and 
examine the meaning and import of each. 

The three principal kinds of poetry are the epic, 
the lyric, and the dramatic. All the other are 
either subordinate, or derived from these, or formed 
from combinations of them. When w^e wish to repre- 
sent to bhrselves these three kinds in all their purity, 
we must go back to the times in which they ap- 
peared among the Greeks. The theory is suscep* 
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tible of the most convenient application from tbe 
history of Grecian poetry; for this poetry is well 
entitled to the appellation of systematical; and it 
contains^ for every independent idea derived from 
experience, the most decisive and unexceptionable 
examples. ^ 

It is singular that in the epic and lyric poetry 
there is no such division into two opposite kinds, 
as in the dramatic. The comic epopee has, it is true, 
been styled a peculiar species, but it is a mere 
parody of the epos, and consists in applying its 
solemn developement, which seems only suitable 
to great objects, to trifling and insignificant events. 
In lyric poetry there are only intervals and grada- 
tions between the song, the ode, and tbe elegy, but 
no proper contrast. 

The spirit of the epic poem, as it appears in 
Homer, the father of epic poetry, is clear self-pos- 
session. The epos is a tragical representation of an 
action in progress. The poet relates joyful as well 
as mournful events, but he relates them with equa- 
nimity, and considers them as already past, and at 
a certain distance from us. 

The lyric poem is the musical expression of men- 
tal emotions by language. Tbe essence of musical 
feeling consists in this, that we endeavour from 
a sense of- pleasure to dwell on, and even to per- 
petuate in our minds, some kind of emotion of a 
jeyful or painful nature. The feeling must conse- 
quently be so much mitigated as not to impel us, 
from desire of pleasure or dread of pain, to tear our- 
selves from it, but such as to allow us, unconcerned 
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at the flight of time, to feel ourselves at home for a 
single mo0ient of our existence. 

The dramatic poet represents external events as 
tvell as the epic^ but be represents them as real and 
present. He also claims our participation, though 
not so exclu^vely as the lyric poet; but he excites 
a much more immediate feeling of joy and sorrow. 
He calls forth all the emotions which we experience 
on seeing the deeds and destinies of real men, and 
resolves these emotions into the gratification of a 
harmonious feeling, by the general effect of his 
impressions. As be approaches so closely to life, 
and even endeavours to give life to the whole of his 
poetry, the equanimity of the epic poet would in 
him be indifference; he must consider himself as 
forming an essential point in the relations of human 
life, and compel his audience to participate in the 
same feeling. 

That I may return to a more simple and in* 
telligible language, the tragic and comic bear the 
same relation to one another as earnestness and 
mirth. Every man is acquainted with both these 
modifications of mind from his own experience.-*- 
But their essence and their source is a subject that 
demands a deep philosophical investigation. Both, 
indeed, bear the stamp of our common nature ; but 
cart^isiness belongs more to the moral, and mirth 
to the sensual side. The creatures destitute of 
reason ai^ incapable either of seriousness or mirth. 
Animals aeem indeed at timea to labour as if 
they were earnestly intent upon an aim, and as if 
they made the present moment subordinate to the 
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future; at other times they sport, that is, they 
give themselves up without object to the pleasure of 
existence : but they do not possess consciousness, 
which alone can elevate both these conditions to 
true earnestness and mirth • To man alone, of all 
the animals with which we are acquainted, is it 
permitted to look back towards the past, and forward 
into futurity ; and he has purchased this noble privi* 
lege at a dear rate. Earnestness, in the most extensive 
signification, is the direction of our mental powers 
to some aim. But as soon as we begin to call our- 
selves to account for our actions, reason compels us 
to fix this aim higher and higher, till we come at 
last to the highest end of our existence : and here 
the desire for what is infinite, which dwells in our 
being, is thwarted by the limits of the finite by 
which we are fettered. All that we do, all that we 
effect, is vain and perishable; death stands every 
where in the back ground, and every good or ill 
spent moment brings us in closer contact with him ; 
and even when a man has been so singularly successful 
as to reach the utmost term of life without misfor- 
tune, he must still submit to leave all that is dear 
to him on earth, or to be left himself in a state of 
destitution. There is no bond of love without sepa- 
ration, no enjoyment without grief for its loss. — 
When we contemplate however the relations of 
our existence to the extreme limit of possibilities : 
when we reflect on its entire dependence on an 
endless chain of causes and effects ; when we con- 
sider that we are exposed in our weak and helpless 
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ftate fo straggle with the immeasurable powers of 
Sflture, and with conflicting desires on the shores of 
an unknown world, and in danger of shipwreck at 
wr very birth ; that we are subject to all manner of 
ciTors and deceptions, every one of which is capable 
of undoing us; that in our passions we carry bur 
own enemy in our bosoms; that every moment 
demands from us the sacrifice of our dearest inch* 
nations in the name of the most sacred duties, and 
that we may at one blow be robbed of all that 
we have acquired by toils and difficulties; that 
with every extension of jiossession the danger of 
loss is proportionally increased, and we are only 
the more exposed to the snares of hostile attack : 
then every mind which is not dead to feeling must 
be overpowered by an inexpressible melancholy, 
against which there is no other protection than 
the consciousness of a destiny soaring above this 
earthly life. This is the tragic tone; and when 
the mind dwells on the consideration of the pos- 
sible, as an existing reality, when that tone is 
inspired by the most striking examples of violent 
revolutions in human destiny, either from dejec* 
tion of soul, or after powerful but ineffectual strug- 
gles ; then tragic poetry has its origin. We thus 
.«ee that tragic poetry* lias it# foutidation in oar 
liatareyaad to a certain extent- we have answered 
^ queition: why we are fond* of nioarnfal reprc> 
, aentations, and even find something consoling and 
elevatkig in them ? The accordance which we 
have described is inaepankble’ from strong feeling ; 
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and when there i» an internal dissonance which 
poetry cannot remove, it should at least endeavour 
to attempt an ideal solution. 

As earnestness, in the highest degree, is the 
essence of the tragic tone, the essence of the comic 
is mirth. The disposition to mirth is a forgetful- 
ness of all gloomy considerations in the pleasant 
feeling of present happiness. We are then in- 
clined to view every thing in a sportive light, and 
to admit no impressions calculated to disturb or 
ruffle us. The imperfections of men, and the 
irregularities in their conduct to one another, 
become no longer an object of our dislike and com- 
passion, but serve, by their contrasts, to entertain 
the mind and delight the fancy. The comic 
poet must therefore carefully abstain from whatever 
is calculated to excite moral disgust with the con- 
duct of men, or sympathy with their situation, be- 
cause this would inevitably bring us back to ear- 
nestness. He must paint their irregularities as 
arising out of the predominance of the sensual part 
of their nature, and as constituting a mere ludicrous 
infirmity, which can be attended with no ruinous 
consequences. This^ is uniformly what takes place 
in what we call comedy, in which however there is 
still a mixture of seriousness^ as I shall show in the 
sequel. The oldest comedy of the Greeks wais 
however, entirely gay, and in that respect formed 
the most comjdete contrast with their tragedy^ Not 
only the characters and situations of indmduals 
were worJked up into a picture of the true comic, 
but the. state, the constitution, the gods^ and nature, 
3 
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were all fantastically painted in the most extrava- 
gantly ridiculous and laughable colours. 

When we have formed in this manner a pure idea 
of the tragic and comic, as exhibited to us in Gre- 
cian examples, we siiall then be enabled to analyze 
the various mixtures of both, displayed by the mo- 
dems, and to discriminate and separate the legitimate 
ingredients from those of a difierent description. 

In the history of poetry and the fine arts among 
the Greeks, their developement was subjected to an 
invariable law of separating in the most rigid man- 
ner every thing dissimilar, and afterwards combin- 
ing and elevating the similar, by internal excellence, 
to one independent and harmonious whole. Hence 
the various departments, with them, are all confined 
within their natural boundaries, and the different 
styles distinctly marked. In beginning, therefore, 
with the history of the Grecian art and poetry, we 
are not merely observing the order of time, but also 
the order of ideas. 

In the majority of my hearers, I can hardly 
suppose an immediate knowledge of the Greeks, 
derived from the study of the original language. 
Translations in prose, or even in verse, which arc 
nothing more than dresses in the modern taste, can 
afford no true idea of the Grecian drama. True and 
faithful translations, which endeavour in expression 
and versification to rise to the height of the origi- 
nal, have as yet been attempted only in German. 
But although our language is extremely flexible, 
a]^^ many respects resembling the Greek, it is 
41 battle with unequal weapons; find stifihess and 
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hardness not unfrequently supply the place of the 
easy sweetness of the Greek. But we are even far 
from having yet done all that can perhaps be 
accomplished : 1 know of no translation of a Greek 
tragedian deserving of unqualified praise. But even 
supposing the translation as perfect as possible, and 
to deviate very little from the original, the reader 
who is not acquainted with the other works of 
the Greeks, will be perpetually disturbed by the 
foreign nature of the subject, by national peculia* 
rities, and numerous allusions wiiich cannot be 
understood without learning, and prevented by par- 
ticular parts, from forming a clear idea of the whole. 
So long as we have to struggle with difficulties, it 
is impossible for us to have any true enjoyment of 
art. To feel the ancients as we ought, we must 
have become in some degree one of themselves, and 
breathed as it were the Grecian air. 

What is the best means of becoming imbued 
with the spirit of the Greeks, without a knowledge 
of their language ? I answer without hesitation, — 
the study of the antique ; and when this is impossi- 
ble in the original, it is, by means of casts, to a 
certain extent within the power of every man. 
These models of the human form require no inter- 
pretation ; their elevated character is imperishable, 
and will always be recognized throughout every 
succession of ages, and in every clime, where a 
noble race of men related to the Greek (which the 
European undoubtedly is) shall exist, and where- 
ever the unkindness of nature has not sunk the 
human features too much below the pure standard. 
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and, by babituatiog tfiem to thei# owti deformity, 
rendered them insennble to genuine corporeal 
beauty. Respecting the inimitable peHection of 
the antique in its few remains of a first rate charac- 
ter, tberte is but onlj^e voice throughout the whole 
of civilieed Europe ; and if ever their merit was 
called in question, it was in times when the plastic 
art of the modems had sunk to the lowest degree 
of mannerism. Not only all intelligent artists, but 
aU men of any degree of feeling, bow with the most 
enthusiastic adoration to the masterly productions 
of ancient sculpture. 

llie best key to enter this sanctuary of beauty, by 
deep and self-collected contemplation, is the his- 
tory of art of onf immortal Winkelmann. In par- 
ticular parts, there are no doubt many deficiencies ; 
it is even full of important errors, but no man has 
so deeply penetrated into the innermost spirit of 
Grecian art. Winkelmann transformed himself 
completely into an ancient, and lived only in ap- 
pearance in his own century, unmoved by its in- 
fluence. 

The immediate subject of his work is the plastic 
arts, but it cteitains also many important views 
respecting other branches of Grecian cultivation, 
and is Very us^l as a preparation for the under- 
standing their poetry, and especially their dramatic 
poetry. As this was destined for visible represen- 
tation b^re spectators whose eye must have been 
as difficult to please on the stage as elsewhere, we 
have no better means of feeling the whole dignity 
of their idea of the tr^c, and of giving it a sort of 
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theatrical animation, than to have always present to 
our fancy the forms of their gpds and herpes. This 
may appear somewhat singular atprpspnt^ but l liope 
to be able in the sequel to demonstrate, in; a more 
convincing manner, that we can only become pror 
perly acquainted with the, . tragedies of Sophocles 
before the groupes of Niobe orLaocoon. 

We are yet without a work in which the forawk 
tion and cultivation of the Greeks in poetry, art^ 
science, and . social life, should be painted as one 
grand and harmonious whole, as a true work of 
nature displaying the most astonishing symmetfy 
and proportion in its parts, and in which the con- 
nexion of their common developement should be 
traced in the same spirit which Winkelinaun has ex^ 
hibited in the part which he has executed. An 
attempt has indeed been made in a popular work 
which is in every body’s bands, I mean the Travels 
of the Younger Anacharsis. This book is valuable 
for its learning, and may be very useful iu diffusing 
a knowledge of antiquities ; but, without censuring 
the errors of the dress in which it is exhibited, it 
betrays more good will to do justice to tlip Greeks, 
than ability to enter deeply into their spirit. la 
this respect the work is in many points superficial, 
and even disfigured with modern views. It is not 
the travels of a young Scytfiian, but of an old Pa* 
risian. 

The superiority of the Greeks^ as I bave.al* 
ready said, is the most universally acknowledged in 
the fine arts. An enthusiasm for their literature<is 
in a great measure confined to the and 
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Germans^ among whom also the study of the Gre- 
cian language is the most zealously prosecuted. It 
is singular that the French critics of all others, 
they who principally acknowledge the remains of 
the theoretical writings of the ancients on literature, 
Aristotle, Horace, Quinctilian, &c. as infallible 
standards of taste, should yet distinguish themselves 
by the contemptuous and irreverent manner in which 
they speak of their poetical compositions, and espe- 
cially of their dramatic literature. Look for in- 
stance, into a book very much read, — La Harpc’s 
Cours de Litterature. It contains many nice ob- 
servations respecting the French Theatre ; but he 
who should think of knowing the Greeks from it 
would be very ill advised : the author was as much 
deficient in a solid knowledge of their literature as 
in a sense for relishing it. Voltaire is often, also, 
most insupportable in his depreciation of the Greeks: 
he elevates or lowers them at the suggestions of his 
caprice, or as the necessity of the moment to pro- 
duce such or such an effect on the mind of the 
public renders it expedient. I remember too to 
have read a rapid view of the Greek tragedies, some- 
where in Metastasio, in which he treats their poets 
like so many school-boys. Racine is much more 
modest, and cannot be in any manner charged with 
this sort of presumption : he was of all of them, the 
best acquainted with the Greeks. It is easy to see 
into the motives of these hostile critics. The na- 
tional vanity, and the vanity of the author, will 
afford us an easy solution : they conceive they have 
far surpassed the ancients, and they venture to com- 
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mit such observations to the public^ knowins^ that 
the works of the ancient poets, accessible only to 
the learned, liavc come down to us a mere dead 
letter, without the animating accompaniment of 
recitation, music, ideal and truly plastic imitation, 
and scenic pomp ; all which in Athens was in 
such wonderful harmony with the poetry, that if 
once it could be represented to our eye and ear, it 
would silence the whole herd of these noisy and 
interested critics. The ancient statues require no 
commentary ; they speak for themselves, and every 
thing like supposed competition on the part of a 
modern artist would appear only in the light of 
ludicrous pretension. In the theatre, we lay great 
stress on the infancy of the art ; and because their 
poets lived two thousand years before us, we con- 
clude that vve must have carried it farther than they 
did. In this way poor iEschylus is generally got 
rid of. But if we arc to call it the infancy of the 
dramatic art, it was the infancy of a Hercules, who 
strangled serpents in his cradle. 

I have already expressed myself on the subject of 
that partiality for the ancients, which w^ould limit 
their excellence to a frigid exemption from error, 
and which exhibits them as models in such a way 
as to put a stop to every thing like improvement, 
and reduce us to abandon the exercise of art as alto- 
gether fruitless. I am much rather disposed to 
believe that poetry, as the fervid expression of our 
whole being, must assume a new and peculiar form 
in difierent ages. I entertain, how^cver, an enthusias- 
tic adoration for the Greeks, as a people endowed by 

VOL. I. E 
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the peculiar favour of nature with the most perfect 
feeling for art, in the consciousness of which they 
gave to all the nations with which they were ac- 
quainted, compared with themselves, the appellation 
of barbarians, — an appellation, in the use of which 
they were in some degree justified. I would not 
wish to imitate certain travellers, who, in returning 
from a country which their readers cannot easily 
visit, tell so many wondrous things as to injure their 
credibility. I shall rather endeavour to characterize 
them as they appear to me after sedulous and re- 
peated study, without concealing their defects, and 
to bring a living picture of the Grecian scene before 
the eyes of my hearers. 

We shall first treat of the Tragedy of the Greeks, 
then of their old Comedy, and lastly of the new 
Comedy which arose out of it. 

The same theatrical accompaniments w^cre com- 
mon to all the three kinds. We must, therefore, 
give a short preliminary view of their architecture 
and ornaments, that we may have a distinct idea of 
their representation. 

The histrionic art of the ancients had also many 
peculiarities, the use of masks for example, although 
these were quite different in tragedy and comedy ; 
in the former idealy and in the latter, at least in 
the old comedy, somewhat caricatured. 

In tragedy, we shall first consider what consti- 
tuted its most distinctive peculiarity among the 
ancients : the ideality of the representation, the 
prevailing idea of destiny, and the chorus ; and we 
shall lastly treat of their mythology as the materials 
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of tragic poetry. We shall then proceed to charac- 
terize, in the tragedians still remaining, the different 
styles ; that is, the necessary epochs in the history 
of the tragic art. 
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Structure of the stage among the Greeks.— Their acting.— Use 
of masks. — False comparison of ancient tragedy to the opera. 
— Tragical lyric poetry. — Essence of the Greek Tragedies.— 
Ideality of the representation. — Idea of fate. — Source of the 
pleasure derived from tragical representations. — Import of 
the chorus.— The materials of Greek tragedy derived from 
mythology.— Comparison with the plastic art. 

When we hear the word theatre^ we naturally 
think of what with us bears the same name ; and 
yet nothing can be more different from our theatre 
than the Grecian in every part of its construction. 
If in reading the Grecian pieces we associate our 
own stage with them^ the light in which we shall 
view them must be false in every respect. 

The accurate mathematical dimensions of the 
principal part of it are to be found in Vitruvius, 
who also distinctly points out the great difference 
between the Greek and Roman theatres. But these 
and similar passages of the ancient writers have 
been most perversely interpreted by architects unac- 
quainted with the ancient dramatists;'* **' and the 
philologists on the other hand^ who were altogether 

* We have a remarkable instance of this, in the pretended 

ancient theatre of Palladio, at Vicenza. Herculaneum, it is true, 
had not then been discovered, and the ruins of the ancient 
theatre are not easily understood, if we have never seen one in 
an estire state. 
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ignorant of architecture, have also fallen into egre- 
gious errors. The ancient dramatists are still, 
therefore, altogether in want of that sort of illus- 
tration which relates to scenic regulation. Tn 
many tragedies I conceive that my ideas on this 
subject are sufficiently clear ; but others again pre- 
sent difficulties which are not so easily solved. We 
find ourselves most at a loss in figuring to ourselves 
the representation of the pieces of Aristophanes: the 
ingenious poet must have brought his wonderful in- 
ventions before the eyes of his audience, in a man- 
ner equally bold and astonishing. Even Barthe- 
lemy’s description of the Grecian stage is not a little 
confused ; and the subjoined plan extremely erro- 
neous ; in the place which he assigns for the repre* 
sentation of the pieces, in Antigone and Ajax for 
instance, he is altogether wrong. The following 
observations will therefore appear the less super- 
fluous.* 

The theatres of the Greeks were quite open above, 
and their dramas were always acted in open day, 
and beneath the canopy of heaven. The Romans, 
at an after period, endeavoured by a covering to 
shelter the audience from the rays of the sun ; but 

* I am partly indebted for them to the illustrations of a 
learned architect, M. Genelli, of Berlin, author of the inge- 
nious Letters on Vitruvius, We have compared several Greek 
tragedies with our interpretation of this description of Vitruvius, 
and endeavoured to figure to ourselves the manner in which they 
were represented ; and I afterwards found my ideas confirmed, 
on an examination of the theatre of Herculaneum, and the two 
very small theatres at Pompeii. 
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this degree of luxury was hardly ever enjoyed by the 
Greeks. Such a state of things appears very in- 
convenient to us ; but the Greeks iiad nothing of 
efleininacy about them, and we must not forget, too, 
the beauty of their climate. When they were over- 
taken by a storm or a shower, the play was of 
course interrupted ; and they would much rather 
expose themselves to an accidental inconvenience, 
than, by shutting themselves up in a close and 
crowded house, entirely destroy the serenity of a 
religious solemnity, which their plays certainly 
were.* To have covered in the scene itself, 
and imprisoned gods and heroes in dark and 
gloomy apartments with difficulty lighted up, would 
have appeared still more ridiculous to them. An 
action which so nobly served to establish the belief 
of the relation with heaven could only be exhibited 
under an unobstructed heaven, and under the very 
eyes of the gods as it w^erc, for whom, according to 
Seneca, the sight of a brave man struggling with 
adversity is a becoming spectacle. With respect 
to the supposed inconvenience, which, according to 
the assertion of many modern critics, was felt by the 
poets from the necessity of always laying the scene 
of their pieces before houses, a circumstance that 
often forced them to violate probability, this incon- 
venience was very little felt by tragedy and the 

* They carefully made choice of a beautiful situation. The 
theatre at Tauromenium, at present Taormim, in Sicily, of 
which the ruins are still visible, was, according to Munter's de- 
scription, situated in such a manner that the audience had a 
view of u£tna over the back ground of the theatre. 
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older comedy. Tlie Greeks, like many southern 
nations of the present day, lived much more in the 
open air than we do, and transacted many things 
in public places which usually take place with us in 
houses. For the theatre did not represent the 
street, but a place before the house belonging to it, 
wdicre the altar stood on which sacrifices to the 
household gods were offered up. Here the women, 
who lived in so retired a manner among the Greeks, 
even those who were unmarried, might appear w^ith- 
out any impropriety. Neither was it impossible for 
them to give a view of the interior of the houses ; 
and this was effected, as wc shall immediately sec 
by means of the cncyclema. 

But tl]c principal reason for this observance was 
that publicity, according to the republican notion of 
the Greeks, was essential to a grave and important 
transaction. This is clearly proved by the pre- 
sence of the chorus, whose remaining on many oc- 
casions when secret transactions were going on has 
been judged of according to rules of propriety inap- 
plicable to that country, and most undeservedly 
censured. 

The theatres of the ancients were, in comparison 
with the small scale of ours, of a colossal magni- 
tude, partly for the sake of containing the whole of 
the people, with the concourse of strangers who 
flocked to the festivals, and partly to corresj)ond 
with the majesty of the dramas represented in them, 
which required to be seen at a respectful distance. 
The scats of the spectators consisted of steps which 
rose backwards round the semicircle of the orchestra, 

4 
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(called by us the pit,) so that they could all sec 
with equal convenience. The effect of distance was 
remedied by an artificial heightening of the subject, 
represented to the eye and car, produced by means 
of masks, and contrivances for increasing the loud- 
ness of the voice, and the size of the figures. Vi- 
truvius speaks also of vehicles of sound, distributed 
throughout the building; but the commentators are 
very much at variance with respect to them. We 
may without hesitation venture to assume, that the 
theatres of the ancients were constructed on excel- 
lent acoustical principles. 

The lowest step of the amphitheatre was still 
raised considerably above the orchestra, and the 
stage was placed opposite to it, at an equal degree 
of elevation. The sunk semicircle of the orchestra 
contained no spectators, and was destined for ano- 
ther purpose. It was otherwise however with the 
Romans, but we are not at present considering the 
distribution of their theatres. 

The stage consisted of a strip which stretched 
from one end of the building to the other, and of 
which the depth bore little proportion to this 
breadth. This was called the logemn, in Latin 
pitum, and the usual place for the persons who 
spoke was in the middle of it. Behind this middle 
part, the scene went inwards in a quadrangular 
form, with less depth, however, than breadth. The 
space here comprehended was called iliQ pj'oscenium. 
The remaining part of the logeum, to the right and 
left of the scene, had, both before the brink which 
adjoined the orchestra, and behind, a wall possessing 



DRAMATIC LITER AT13 HE. 

no scenical decorations, but entirely simple, or at 
most architecturally ornamented, which was elevated 
to an equal height with the uppermost steps for 
the audience. 

The decoration was contrived in such a manner, 
that the principal object in front covered the back 
ground, and the prospects of distance were given at 
the two sides, the very reverse of the mode adopted 
by us. This had also its rules: on the left, appeared 
the town to which the palace, temple, or whatever 
occupied the middle, belonged ; on the right, the 
open country, landscape, mountains, sea shore, &c. 
The lateral decorations were composed of triangles 
which turned on an axis fastened underneath ; and 
in this manner the change of scene was ef- 
fected.* In the hindmost decoration it is probable 
that many things were exhibited in a bodily form 
which are only painted with us. When a palace or 
temple was represented, there appeared in the prosce- 
nium an altar, which answered a number of purposes 
in the performance of the pieces. 

The decoration was for the most part architectu- 
ral, but it was also not unfrequently a painted 
landscape, as in Prometheus, when it represented 
Caucasus ; or in Philoctctus, where the desert 

* According to an observation on Virgil, by Servius, the change 
of scene was partly produced by revolving, and partly by with- 
drawing, The former applies to the lateral decorations, and 
the latter to the middle of the back ground. The partition in 
the middle opened, disappeared at both sides, and exhibited to 
..view, a new picture. But all the parts of the scene were not 
always cliangcd at the same time. 
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island of Lemnos, with its rocks, and his cave were 
exhibited. It is clear, from a passage of Plato, that 
the Greeks, in the deceptions of theatrical perspec- 
tive, carried things much farther than we are dis- 
posed to allow from some wretched landscapes 
discovered in Herculaneum. 

In the back wall of the scene there was a large 
main entrance, and tvro side entrances. It has been 
maintained, that from them it might be discovered 
whether an actor played a principal or under part, 
as in the tirst^case he came in at die main entrance, 
and in the second, at the side doors. But this 
should be understood with the distinction, that it 
must have been regulated according to the nature of 
the piece. As the hindmost decoration was gene- 
rally a palace, in which the principal characters of 
royal descent resided, they naturally came through 
the great door, while,, the servants resided in the 
wings. There were two other entrances ; the one at 
the end of the logcum, from whence the inhabitants of 
the town came; the other underneath in the orchestra, 
which was the side for those who had to come from 
a distance : they ascended a staircase of the logeum 
opposite to the orchestra, which could be applied to 
all sorts of purposes according to circumstances. 
The entrance, therefore, with respect to the lateral 
decorations, declared the place from whence the 
players were supposed to come: and it might 
naturally happen, that the principal characters were 
in a situation to avail themselves with propriety of 
the two last mentioned entrances. The situation of 
these entrances serves to explain many p^issages in 
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the ancient dramas^ where the persons standing in 
the middle sec some one advancing, long before he 
approaches them. Beneath the seats of the specta- 
tors, a stair was somewhere constructed, which was 
called the Charonic, and through which the sha- 
dows of the departed, without being perceived by 
the audience, ascended into the orchestra, and then, 
by the stair which we formerly mentioned, made 
their appearance on the stage. The nearest brink of 
the logeum sometimes represented the sea shore. 
Tlie Greeks were well skilled in availing themselves 
even of what lay beyond the decoration, and making 
it subservient to scenical effect. I doubt not, there- 
fore, that in the Eumenides the sjiectators were 
twice addressed as an assembled people ; first, by 
Pythia, when she calls upon the Greeks to consult 
the oracle ; and a second time, when Pallas, by a 
herald, commands silence throughout the place of 
judgment. The frequent addresses to heaven were 
undoubtedly addressed to a real heaven ; and when 
Elcctra on her first appearance exclaims : O holy 
light, and thou air which fillest the expanse between 
earth and heaven ! she probably turned towards the 
rising sun. The whole of this procedure is highly 
deserving of praise ; and though modern critics have 
censured the mixture of reality and imitation, as 
destructive of theatrical illusion, this only proves 
that they^ have misunderstood the essence of the 
illusion which can be produced by an artificial repre- 
sentation. If we arc to be truly deceived by a pic- 
ture, that is, if we are to believe in the reality of the 
object which we see, we must not perceive its limits, 
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but look at it through an opening; the frame at 
once declares it for a picture. In scenical decora- 
tions we are now unavoidably compelled to make 
use of architectural contrivances, productive of the 
same eflect as the frames of pictures. It is conse- 
quently much better to avoid this, and to renounce 
the modern illusion, though it may have its advan- 
tages, for the sake of extending the view beyond 
the mere decoration. It was, generally speaking, a 
principle of the Greeks, that every thing imitated 
on the stage should, if possible, consist of actual 
representation ; and only wlierc this could not be 
done were they satisfied with a symbolical exhibition. 

The machinery for the descent of gods through 
the air, or the withdrawing of men from the earth, 
was placed aloft behind the walls of the two sides of 
the scene, and consequently removed from the sight 
of the spectators. Even in the time of ^schylus, 
great use was made of it, as he not only brings 
Oceanus through the air on a griffin, but also in- 
troduces the whole choir of ocean nymphs, at least 
fifteen in number, in a winged chariot. There were 
hollow places beneath the stage, and contrivances 
for thunder and lightning, for the apparent fall or 
burning of a house, &c. 

An upper story could be added to the farthermost 
wall of the scene, when they wished to represent a 
tower with a wide prospect, or any thii^ similar. 
The encyclema could be thrust behind the great 
middle entrance, a machine of a semicircular form 
within, and covered above, which represented the 
objects contained in it as in a house. This was 
1 
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used for producing a great theatrical effect, os we 
may see from many pieces. The side door of the 
entrance would naturally be then open^ or the cur- 
tain which covered it withdrawn. 

A stage curtain, which, we clearly see from a 
description of Ovid, was not dropped, but drawn 
upwards> is mentioned both by Greek and Roman 
writers, and the Latin appellation, aul<£um, is even 
borrowed from the Greeks. I suspect, however, 
that the curtain on the Attic stage was not in use 
at its commencement. In the pieces of ^schylus 
and Sophocles the scene is evidently empty at the 
opening as well as the conclusion, and therefore it 
did not require any contrivance for preventing the 
view of the spectators. However, in many of the 
pieces of Euripides, perhaps also in the CEdipus 
Tyrannus, the stage is at once filled, and represents 
a standing groupe who could not have been first 
assembled under the eyes of the spectators. It 
must be recollected, that it was only the compara- 
tively small proscenium, and not the logeum, which 
was covered by the curtain ; for, from its great 
breadth, to have attempted to screen the logeum 
would have been almost impracticable, without an* 
swering any good end. 

The entrances of the chorus were beneath in 
the orcl>estra, in which it generally remained, 
and in which also it performed its solemn dance, 
going backwards and forwards during the choral 
songs. In the front of the orchestra, opposite 
to the middle of the scene, there was an eleva- 
tion with steps, resembling an altar, as high as the 
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stage, which was called thymele. This was the 
statioa of the chorus when it did not sing, but 
merely took an interest in the action. The leader 
of the chorus then took his station on the top of the 
thymele, to see what was passing on the stage, and 
to communicate with the characters. For though 
the choral song was common to the whole, yet when 
it entered into the dialogue one person spoke for 
the rest; and hence we arc to account for the 
shifting from thou to ye in addressing them. The 
thymele was situated in the very centre of the 
building; all the measurements were calculated 
irom it, and the semicircle of the amphitheatre was 
described round that point. It was, therefore, an 
excellent contrivance to place the chorus, who were 
the ideal representatives of the spectators, in the 
very situation where all the radii were concentrated. 

The tragical imitation of the ancients was altoge- 
ther ideal, and rhythmical ; and in forming a judg- 
ment of it we must always keep this in view. It 
was ideal, as its chief object was the highest dig- 
nity and sweetness; and rhythmical, as the gestures 
and inflections of voice were measured in a more 
solemn manner than in real life. As the plastic art 
of the Greeks was formed, if we may so express 
ourselves, with scientific strictness on the most gene- 
ral conbeption, and embodied into various general 
characters which were gradually invested with 
charms of animation, so that individuality was 
last thing to which they turned their attention ; 
in like manner in the mimetic art, their first idea 
was to exhibit their personages with heroical gran- 
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dcMlr^ a dignity more than human, and an ideal 
beauty : their second was character ; and the last of 
all passion, which in the collision was thus forced 
to give way. The fidelity of the representation was 
less their object than its beauty: with us it is ex- 
actly the reverse. The use of masks, which appears 
astonishing to us, was not only justifiable on this 
principle, but absolutely essential ; and far from 
considering them in the light of a last resource, the 
Greeks would with justice have considered as a last 
resource the being obliged to allow a jdayer with 
vulgar, ignoble, or strongly marked individual fea- 
tures, to represent an A)3ollo or a Hercules. To 
them this would have appeared downright profa- 
nation. How limited is the power of the most 
finished actor, in changing the character of his 
features ! And yet this lias the most unfavourable 
influence on the expression of the passion, as all 
passion is tinged by the character. Neither are we 
obliged to have recourse to the conjecture, that they 
changed the masks in the different scenes, for the 
purpose of aosu ruing a greater degree of joy or 
sorrow.* This would by no means have been suf- 
ficient, as the passions are often changed in the 
same scene; and then modern critics would still 
be obliged to suppose, that the masks exhibited 
a different appearance on one side, from what they 
did on the other, and that that side was turned towards 

* I cal! it conjecture, though Barthelemy, in his Anacharsis, 
considers it a settled point. He cites no authorities, and 1 do 
not recollect any. 
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the spectators which the circumstances of the mo- 
ment required.* No; the countenance remained 
from beginning to end the very same^ as we may 
see from the antique masks cut out in stone. For 
the expression of passion, the motion of the arms 
and hands, the attitudes, and the tone of the voice, 
remained to them. We complain of the want of 
the expression of the face, without reflecting, that 
at suclr a great distance its effect would have been 
lost. 

Wc are not now inquiring whether, without tlie 

* Voltaire, in his Essay on the Tragedy of the Ancients and 
Moderns, prefixed to ScMniramis, has actually gone so far. 
Amidst a multitude of supposed iiiipvoprictics whicli he crowds 
together to confound the admirers of ancient tragedy, the fol- 
lowing is one ; Aucunc nation (that is to say, excepting the 
Greeks) ne fait paraitre scs acteurs sur desespecea cPechassesy le 
visage convert d'un masque^ qni exprime la douleur d*un cate et la 
joye de t* autre. In a conscientious iiujuiry into the evidence for 
an assertion so very improbable, and yet bo boldly made, I can 
only find one passage in Quinctiiian, lib. xi. cap. 3, and an allusion 
of Platonius still more vague. (Vide Aristoph, cd, Kuster, prole- 
gom. p. X.) Both passages refer only to the new comedy, and 
only amount to this, that in some characters the eyebrows were 
dissimilar. As to the view with which this took place, I shall 
afterwards say a word or two in considering the new Greek 
comedy* Voltaire, however, is without excuse, as the mention 
of the cothurnus leaves no doubt that he alluded to tragic 
masks. But his error had probably no such learned origin. In 
most cases, it would be a fruitless task to trace the source of his 
ignorance. The whole description of the Greek tragedy, as well 
as that of the cothurnus in particular, is worthy of the man 
whose knowledge of antiquity was such, that in his Essay on 
Tragedy, prefixed to Bratus, he boasts of having introduced the 
Homan Senate on the stage in red mantles. 
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use of masks^ it may not be possible to attain a 
higlier degree of separate excellence in the mimetic 
art. This we would very willingly allow. Cicero, 
it is true, speaks of the expression, the softness, 
and delicacy of the acting of Roscius, in the same 
terms that a modern critic would apply to Garrick or 
Schroder. But I will not lay any stress on the 
acting of this celebrated player, the excellence of 
which has become proverbial, because it appears 
from a passage in Cicero that he frequently played 
without a mask, and that this was preferred by his 
contemporaries. I doubt, however, whether this 
ever took place among the Greeks. But the same 
writer relates, that actors in general, for the sake of 
acquiring the most perfect purity and flexibility of 
voice, (and not merely the musical voice, otherwise 
the example would not have been applicable to the 
orator,) submitted to such a course of uninterrupted 
exercises as our modern players, even the French 
who arc the strictest in their discipline, would con- 
sider a most intolerable oppression. The ancients 
could show their dexterity in the mimetic art, 
considered by itself without the accompaniment of 
words, in their pantomimes, which they carried to a 
degree of perfection altogether unknown to the 
moderns. In tragedy, however, the great object in 
the art was strict subordination ; the whole was to 
appear animated by one spirit, and hence, not merely 
the poetry, but the musical accompaniment, the 
scenical decoration and representation, were all the 
creation of the poet. The player was a mere tool, 
and bis excellency consisted in the accuracy with 

VOL. I. F 
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which he filled up his part, and by no means in 
arbitrary bravura, or an ostentatious display of 
skill. 

As from the quality of their writing materials 
they had not the convenience of many copies, the 
parts were studied from the repeated delivery of the 
poet, and the chorus exercised in the same manner. 
This was called teaching a piece. As the poet was 
also a musician, and for the most part a player 
likewise, this must have greatly contributed to the 
perfection of the representation. 

We may safely allow that the task of the mo- 
dern player, who must change his person with- 
out concealing it, is much more difficult; but this 
difficulty affords us no just criterion for deciding 
vrhich of the two merits the preference as a repre- 
sentation of tbe noble and the beautiful. 

As the features of the player acquired a more 
decided expression from the mask, as his voice was 
strengthened by a contrivance for that purpose, the 
cothurnus, which consisted of several considerable 
additions to his soles, as we may see in the ancient 
statues of Melpomene, raised in like manner his 
figure considerably above the middle standard. The 
female parts were also played by men, as the voice 
and other qualities of women would have Conveyed 
an inadequate idea of the energy of tragic heroines. 

The forms of the masks,^ and the whole appear- 

* We have obtained a knowledge of them firom the imitations 
in stone which have come down to as. They display 'both 
beauty and variety. That *great variety maat* have ts^en j^aoe 
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ance of the tragic figures^ we itjay easily suppose^ 
were sufficiently beautiful and- dignified. We 
should do well to have the ancient sculpture always 
present to our minds ; and the most accurate con- 
ception perhaps, that we can possibly have, is to 
imagine them so many statues in the grand style 
endowed with life and motion. But, as in sculp- 

m the tragical department (In the comic, we can have no doubt 
about the matter) is evident irom the rich store of technical 
expressions in the Greek language for every gradation of the 
age, and character of masks. See the Onomastkon of Jul. Pol'^ 
lux. In the marble masks, however, we can neither see the 
thinness of the mass from which the real masks were executed, 
the more delicate colouring, nor the exquisite mechanism of 
joinings. The abundance of excellent workmen possessed by 
Athens, in every thing which had a reference to the plastic arts, 
will warrant the conjecture tliat they were in this respect inimi- 
table. Those who have seen the masks of wax in the grand 
stile, which in some degree contain the whole head, lately con- 
trived at the Roman carnival, may form to themselves a pretty 
good idea of the theatrical masks of the ancients. They imitate 
life even to its movements in a most masterly mtmner, and at 
such a distance as that from which the ancient players were seen, 
the deception is most perfect. They always contain the apple of 
the eye, as we see it in the ancient masks, and the person co- 
vered sees merely through the aperture left for the iris. The 
ancients must have gone still ftuther, and contrived also an iris 
for tlifi masks, according to the anecdote of the singer Tharoyris, 
wild, in a piece which was probably of Sophocles, made his ap- 
pearance with a blue and a black eye. Even accidental circum- 
stances were imitated ; for instanee, the cheeks of Tyro, down 
which the blood had rolled from the cruel conduct of his step- 
mother. The head from the mask must no doubt have appeared 
somewhat large for the rest of tbe figure ; but this disproportion, 
in tragedy at least, would Dot%4 perceived from the elevation of 
the coftmmus. 

F 2 
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tare, they were fond of dispensing as much as pos- 
sible with dress, for the sake of exhibiting the more 
^sential beauty of the figure; on the stage they 
Ivould endeaVour from an opposite principle to 
clothe as much as they could well do, both from a 
regard to decency, and because the actual forms of 
the body would not correspond sufficiently with the 
beauty of the countenance. They would also ex- 
hibit their divinities, which in sculpture we always 
observe either entirely naked, or only half covered, 
in a complete dress. They had recourse to a num- 
ber of means for giving" a suitable strength to the 
forms of the limbs, and thus restoring proportion to 
the increased height of the player. 

The great breadth of the theatre in proportion to 
its depth must have given to the grouping of the 
figures the simple and distinct order of the bas- 
relief. We prefer on the stage, as well as 
every where else, groupes of a picturesque descrip- 
tion, more crowded, in part covered by themselves, 
and stretching out into distance ; but the ancients 
were so little fond of foreshortening, that even in their 
painting they generally avoided it. The gestures 
accompanied the rhythmus of the declamation, and 
were intended to display the utmost beauty and 
sweetness. The poetical conception required a 
certain degree of repost in the action, and that the 
whole- ^ould be kept in masses, so as to exhibit a 
succession of plastic attitudes, and it is not impro- 
bable that the player, remained for some time mo- 
tionless in the same position. But we are not to 
suppose from this, that the Greeks were contented 
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with a cold and spiritless reprcsentaitioja of ^ 
passions. How could we reconcile such a suppo. 
sition vrith the iact, that whole lines of their tra^ 
gedies are. frequently dedicated to inarticulate ex- 
clamations of pain, with which we have nothing fo 
correspond in any of our modem languages ? 

. It has been often conjectured that the delivery 
of their dialogue must have resembled the modem 
recitative. For this conjecture there is no other 
foundation than that the Greek, like almost all the 
southern languages, must have been pronounced 
with a greater musical inflexion of the voice than 
our languages of the north. In other respects I con- 
ceive that their tragic declamation must have been 
altogether unlike recitative, much more measured, 
and far removed from its learned and artificial mo- 
dulation. 

The ancient tragedy has also been frequently 
compared with the opera, because it was accom- 
panied with music and dancing.* But this be- 
trays the most complete ignorance of the spirit of 
classical antiquity. Their dancing and music had 
nothing in common with oun^ but the name. In 
tragedy the chief object was the poetiy, and every 
other thing was strictly subordinate to it. Butin 
the opera the poetry is merely an accessory, the 
means di connecting the different parts together ; 
and it is almost buried under its associates. The 

• Even BartRelemy fells into this error to a note to the 
?Oth Cluq^iter of Anacharsii. : . 
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best prescription for the composition of the text of 
an' opera is to give 0 poetical sketch, which may 
be afterwards tilled up and coloured by the other 
arts. This anarchy of the artsj where music, 
dancing, and decoration endeavour to surpass each 
other by the most profuse display of dazzling 
charms, constitutes the Very essence of the opera. 
What sort of opera music would it be, where the 
words should receive a mere ihythmical accom* 
paniment of the simplest modulations ? The &n> 
taslic magic of the opera consists altogether in the 
luxurious competition of the different means, and in 
the perplexity of an overpowering superfluity. This 
would at once be distroyed by an approximation to 
the severity of the ancient taste in any one point, 
even in that of the costume ; ft>r the contrast would 
render the variety in (Ji the other de])artments 
quite insupportable. The costume of the opera 
ought to be dazzling, and overladen with oma- 
ments ; and hence many things which have been 
censured as unnatural^ such as exhibiting heroes 
warbling and trillii^ sa the excess of despondeacy, 
are perfectly justifiable. This &iry w<»’ld is not 
peopled by real men, but by a -atngalar kind of 
dbging creatures. Neither is it any disadvantage 
to Us that the opera is conv^ed,in a language which 
is not generally understood ; file text is aftogetber 
lost in the music, und the language the most har- 
monious and musical, and which contains the 
greatest number of open vowels, and distinot ac- 
cents for recitative, is therefore the best. It would 
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be as absurd tQ attempi to giye to t|ijB opera the 
sinipHcity of the Grecian tragedy, as it is to declare 
that there is any reseixiblance between them. 

In the syllabic cooiposition, which then * at 
least prevailed in the Grecian musical the solenjin 
choral song, of which we may forna to ourselves 
some idea from our artl^s national airs, and more 
cspeeially those sung in churches, had no other 
instrumental accompaniment than a single fiut^ 
which certainly could not in the slightest degree 
impair the distinctness of the words. The cho- 
ruses and lyrical songs, in general, are the part: 
the most difficult to understand of the ancient 
tragedy, and they must have also been the most 
difficult 'vto contemporary auditors. They abound 
with the most involved constructions, the n^ost 
unusual ejs^pressions, and the boldest images and 
allusions. Why then should tlic poets have 
lavished such labour and art on them, if all 
this labour and art were to be lost in the 
delivery f Such a display of oi’nainent without 
aim was very unlike the way of thinking of. ffie 
Greeks^ 

In •the syllabic measui^ of their tragedies, there 
generally prevails a highly finished regularity, 
which by no means however appears a stiff sym- 
metrical uniformity. Besides the infinite variety 
of the lyrical strophes, which wc*'® always invented 
by the poet for the occasion, they have also a 
measure to denote the mental transition the 
dialogue to the lyric, the anapest ; and fer th(^ 
dialogue itself, of which the one by far the most 
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general, the iambic trimeter, denoted the regular 
progress of the action, and the other, the trodiaic 
tetrameter, was expressive of sudden passion. It 
would lead us too far into the depths of Greek 
metres, were we to venture at present on a more 
minute account of the quality and import of these 
measures. I merely wished to make this remark, 
as so much has been said of the simplicity of the 
ancient tragedy, which in the general plan, at least 
in the two oldest poets, it is impossible not to 
allow ; but this simplicity is merely applicable to 
the plan, for the richest variety of poetical orna- 
ment is observable in the execution. It must be 
remembered that the utmost accuracy in the de- 
livery of tlie diflerent modes of versiheation was 
expected from the player, as the delicacy of the 
Grecian ear would not excuse, even in an orator, the 
false quantity of a single syllable. 

We come now to the essence of the Greek 
tragedy itself. In stating that the conception 
was ideal, we are not to understand that the dif- 
ferent characters were all morally perfect. In this 
case what room could there be for such an opposi- 
tion or conflict, as the plot of a drama requires ? — 
Weaknesses, errors, and even crimes, were pour- 
trayed in them, but the manners were always 
elevafed above reality, and every person was in- 
vested with such a portion of dignity and grandeur 
as was compatible with the share which he pos- 
sessed in the action. The ideality of the represen- 
tation dhiefly consisted in the elevation to a higher 
sphere. The tragical poetry wished wholly to 
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separate the image of huinanity^^hich it exhibited 
to us, from the ground of nature to which man is 
ill reality chained down, like a feudal slave. How 
was this to be accomplished ? By exhibiting to us 
an image hovering in the air? But this would 
have been incompatible with the law of gravitation 
and with the earthly materials of which our bodies 
are framed. Frequently, what we praise in art as 
ideal is really nothing more. But the production 
of airy floating shadows can make no durable im-- 
pression on the mind. The Greeks, however, suc- 
ceeded in combining in the most perfect manner in 
their art ideality with reality, or, dropping school 
terms, an elevation more than human with all the 
truth of life, and all the energy of bodilj^ qualities. 
I’hcy did not allow their figures to flutter without 
consistency in empty space, but they fixed the 
statue of humanity on the eternal and immoveable 
basis of moral liberty ; and that it might stand 
there unshaken, being formed of stone or brass, or 
some more solid mass than the living human bodies, 
it made an impression by its own weight, and 
from its very elevation and magnificence it was 
only the more decidedly subjected to the law of 
gravity. 

Inward liberty and external necessity are the 
two poles of the tragic world. Each of these ideas 
can only appear in the irtost perfect manner by the 
contrast of the other. As the feeling of internal 
dignity elevates the man above the unlimited 
dominion of impulse afid' native instinct, and in 
a word absolves him from the guardianship of 
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nature, so the necessity which he must also re* 
cognize ought to be no mere natural necessity, 
but to lie beyond the world of sense in the abyss of 
infinitude ; und it must consequently be repre- 
sented as the invincible power of fate* Hence it 
extends also to the world of the gods: for the 
Grecian gods are mere powers of nature ; and 
although immeasurably higher than mortal man, 
yet, compared with infinitude, they are on an equal 
footing with himself. In Homer and the tragedi- 
ans, the gods are introduced in a manner altogether 
difierent. In the former their apjjearance is ar- 
bitrary and accidental, and can communicate no 
higher interest to the epic poem than the charm of 
the wonderful. But in tragedy the gods either 
enter in obedience to fate, and to carry its decrees 
into execution ; or they endeavour in a godlike 
manner to assert their liberty of action, and appear 
involved in the same straggles with destiny which 
man has to encounter. 

This is the essence of the tragic in the sense of 
the ancients. . We are accustomed to give to all 
terrible or sorrowful events the appellation of tragic, 
and it is certain that such events are selected in 
preference by tragedy, though a melancholy con^- 
elusion is by no means indispensably necessary, and 
several ancient tragedies, viz, the Eumenides, Phi- 
joctetus,. and in some degree also the (E<lipus 
Cdonus, without mentioning many of the pieces of 
jE^f ipides, have a happy enlivening termination. 

But why doos tT9gedy select tho^ objects which 
ate so dreadfully repugnant tp the wishes and the 
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wants of our sensible nature? This question has 
often been asked, and seldom answered in a very 
satisfactory manner. Some have said that the 
pleasure of such representations arises from the 
comparison between the calmness and tranquillity of 
our own situation, and the storms and perplexities 
to which the victims of passion are exposed. But 
when we take a warm interest in a tragedy, we 
cease to think of ourselv^ ; and when this is not 
the case, it is the best of all proofs that we take but 
a feeble interest, and that the tragedy has failed in 
its effect. Others again have had recourse to our 
feeling for moral improvement, which is gratified 
by the view of poetical justice in the reward of 
the good and the |mnishment of the wideed. But 
he whom the aspect of such dreadful examples 
could in reality improve, would be con^ious of a 
sentiment of depression and humiliation, very ikr 
removed from genuine morality and elevation of 
mind. Besides, poetical justice is by no means iti- 
dispensable in a good tragedy ; it may end with the 
suffering of the just and the triumph of the Wicked, 
when the balance is once restored by the prospect 
of futurity. Small will be out improvement, if 
with Aristotle we say that die object of tragedy is 
to purify the passions by pity and terror. In the 
first place the commentators have never been able 
to agree as to the this pitfposition, and 

have had recourse to the most forced explanations^ 
Look for instanoe into the Dramafurgie of Lte^ 
sing. Lessing gives a new explanation, and '*eon- 
ceivcs he has £:>Q]a[c] in Arifftotle a poetical JBuofid. 
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Butifnathematical demonstrations are subject io no 
misconception, and geometrical evidence is not ap- 
plicable to the theory of the fine arts. Supposing 
however tragedy to operate this moral cure in us, 
it must do so by the painful feelings of terror and 
compassion : and it remains to be proved how we 
should take a pleasure in subjecting ourselves to 
auch an operation. 

‘ Others have been pleased to say that we are 
attracted to theatrical representations from the want 
of some violent agitation to rouse us out of the 
torpor of every-day life. I have already acknow- 
ledged the existence of this want, when speaking 
of the attractions of the drama ; and to it we are 
even to attribute the fights of wild beasts and gla- 
diators among the Romans. But must we who arc 
less indurated, and more inclined to tender feelings, 
be desirous of seeing demi-gods and heroes descend 
into the bloody lists of the tragic stage, like so 
many desperate gladiators, that our nerves may be 
shaken by the aspect of their sufferings ? No : it is 
not the aspect of suffering which constitutes the 
charm of a tragedy, or the amusement of a circus 
or wild beast fight. In the latter we see a display 
of activity, strength, and courage, qualities related 
to the mental and moral powers of man. The 
satisfaction which we derive from the representation 
of the powerful situations and overwhelming passions 
in a good tragedy, must be ascribed either to the 
feeling of the dignity of human nature, excited by 
the great models- exhibited to us, or to the trace Of 
a higher order of things, impressed on the ap- 
6 
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parently irregular progress of events, and secretly 
revealed in them; or to both of these causes 
together* 

The true cause, therefore, why in tragical Tq)re- 
sentations we cannot exclude even that which ap- 
pears harsh and cruel is, that a spiritual and in* 
visible power can only be measured by the oppo- 
sition which it encounters from some external force 
that can be taken in by the senses. The moral 
freedoih of man can therefore only be displayed in 
a conflict with the impulse of the senses : so long 
as it is not called into action by a higher power, it 
is either actually dormant in him, or appears to 
slumber, as it can fill no part as a mere natural 
entity. The moral part of our nature can only be 
preserved amidst struggles and difficulties, and if 
we were therefore to ascribe a distinctive aim to 
tragedy, as instructive, it should he this: that all 
these sufferings must be experienced, and all these 
difficulties overcome, to establish the claims of the 
mind to a divine origin, and teach us to estimate 
the earthly existence as vain and insignificant. 

With respect to every thing connected with this 
point, I refer my bearers to the Section on the 
Sublime in Kanfs Criticism the Judgment 
{Kritik der Urtheilskraft), to the complete per- 
fection of which nothing is wanting but a more 
definite idea of the tragedy of the ancients, with which 
he does not seem to have been very well acquainted. 

I come npw to another peculiarity -which 
tinguishes the tragedy of the ancients from purs. 
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I mean the chorus. We must consider' it as the 
personification of opinion on the action which is 
going on; the incorporation into the representation 
itself of* the sentiments of the poet, as the inter- 
preter for the whole human race. This is the 
general poetical character which we must here as- 
sign to it^ and that character is by no means af- 
fected by the circumstance that the chorus had a 
local origin in the feasts of Bacchus, and that it 
always had a peculiar national signification with 
the Greeks. We have already said that, with their 
republican way of thinking, publicity was con- 
sidered essential to every important transaction. 
As in their compositions they went back to the 
heroic ages, they gave a certain republican cast to 
the families of their heroes, by carrying on the 
action either in presence of the elders of the people, 
or those persons whose characters entitled them to 
respect. This publicity does not, it is true, cor- 
respond with Homer’s picture of the manners of the 
heroic age ; but both in the costume and the my- 
thology, the dramatic poetry generally displayed a 
spirit of independence and conscious liberty. 

The chorus was therefore introduced to give the 
whole that appearance of reality which was most 
consistent with the fable. Whatever it might be in 
particular pieces, it represented in general, first the 
national spirit, and then the general participation of 
mankind. In a word, the chorus is the ideal spec- 
tator. It mitigates the impression of a heart rend- 
ing or . moving story, while it conveys to the 


2 



DRAMATIC LITERATURE. 




actual ipectatar a lyrical and miisical expression of 
bis omi eraotioas, and elevates him to the region of 
consideration. 

. The modern critics have never known what to 
make of the chorus ; and this is the less to be won- 
dered at^ as Aristotle affords no satisfactory solution 
of the difficulty. The business of the chorus is 
better painted by Horace^ who ascribes to it a gene- 
ral expression of moral participation^ instruption 
and admonition. But the critics in question have 
either believed that its chief object was to prevent 
the stage from ever being altogether empty, al- 
though the proper place for the chorus was not 
upon the stage ; or they have censured it as a super- 
fluous and laughable accompaniment, and seemed 
astonished at the supposed impropriety of carrying 
on secret transactions in the presence of assembled 
multitudes. This they consider as the principal 
reason for the observance of the unity of place, as it 
could not be changed by the poet, without the dis- 
mission of the chorus, an act which would have 
required at least some sort of pretext ; they believe 
that the chorus owed its continuance from tlie flrst 
origin of tragedy merely to accident ; and as it is 
easy to perceive that in Euripides, the last tragic 
poet which we have, the choral songs have fre- 
quently little or no connexion with the fable, and 
form a mere episodical ornament, they therefore 
conclude that the Greeks bad only to take one 
other step in dramatic art, to explode the chorus 
altogether. To refute these superficial conjectures, 
it is only necessary to observe, that Sophocles wrote 
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a Treatise on the Cboru% in prose^ in opposition to 
tiie principles of some other poets, and that far 
from following blindly the practice which he 
found established, like an intelligent artist, he could 
assign reasons for the system which he adopted* 

Modern poets of the very first rank, since the 
revival of the study of the ancients, have often 
attempted to introduce t^ chorus in tlieir pieces, 
for the most part without a correct, and always 
without a vivid idea of its destination. But we 
have no suitable singing or dancing, neither have 
we, as our theatres are constructed, any place for 
it; and it will hardly ever succeed, therefore, in be- 
coming naturalized with us. 

The Greek tragedy, in its pure and unaltered 
state, will always for our theatres remain an exotic 
plant, which we can hardly hope to cultivate with 
any success, even in the bot-house of learned art 
and criticism. The Grecian mythology, which con- 
stitutes the materials of ancient tragedy, is as 
foreign to the minds and imaginations of most of the 
spectators, as its form and mode of representation. 
But to endeavour tp constrain another subject, a 
historical one for example, to assume that form, 
must always be a most unprofitable and hopeless 
attempt. 

1 have called mythology the chief materials of 
tragedy. We know, indeed, of two historical tra- 
gedies, by Grecian authors : the Capture of' Mile^ 
tus^ of Phrynichus, and the Persiam^ of yEschylus, 
a piece which still exists ; but these singular excep- 
tions, both ^longing to an epoch when the art 
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bad not attained its full maturity^ among so many 
hundred examples of a diilerent description, serve 
to establish more strongly the truth of the rule. 
Hie sentence passed by the Athenians on Phryni- 
chus, whom they subjected to a pecuniary fine be- 
cause, in the representation of contemporary calami- 
ties which with due caution they might have 
avoided, he had agitated them in too violent a 
manner, however hard and arbitrary it may appear 
in a judicial point of view, displays however a cor- 
rect feeling with respect to the subject and the 
limits of art. The mind suffering under the near 
reality of the subject cannot possess the necessary 
repose and self-possession which are necessary for 
the reception of pure tragical impressions. The 
heroic fables, on the other hand, appear always at a 
certain distance, and in the light of the wonderful. 
The wonderful possesses the advantage of being 
believed, and in some degree disbelieved, at the same 
time: believed in so far as it is founded on the 
connexion with other opinions ; disbelieved while 
we never take such an immediate interest in it as 
we do in what wears the hue of the every day 
life of our own age. The Grecian mythology was a 
web of national and local traditions, held in equal 
honour as a part of religion and as an introduction 
to history; every where preserved in full life among 
the people by customs and monuments, and by the 
numberless works of epic and mythical poets. The 
tragedians had only therefore ^to engraft one sp^es 
of poetry on another : they were always allowed' the 
use of certain established fables, invaluable for their 

VOL. I. G 
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dignity, grandeur, and remoteness from all acces- 
sary ideas of a petty description. Every thing, 
down to the very errors and weaknesses of that de- 
parted race of heroes who claimed their descent 
from the gods, was consecrated in the eyes of the 
people. Those heroes were painted as beings en- 
dowed with more than human strength ; but, so far 
from possessing unerring virtue and wisdom, they 
were also represented asunder the dominion of furious 
and unbridled passions. It was a wild age of effer- 
vescence : the cultivation of social order had not as 
yet rendered the soil of morality arable, and it 
yielded at the same time the most beneficent and 
poisonous productions, with the fresh and luxuriant 
fulness of a creative nature. Here the monstrous 
and ferocious were not a necessary indication of that 
degi'adation and corruption with which they are 
necessarily associated under the developement of 
law and order, and which fill us with sentiments of 
horror and aversion. The criminals of the fabulous 
ages are not, if we may be allowed the expression, 
amenable to the tribunals of men, but consigned 
over to a higher jurisdiction. Some are of 'opinion 
that the Greeks, in their republican zeal, took a par- 
ticular pleasure in witnessing the representation of 
the outrages and consequent calamities of the dif- 
ferent royal families, and are almost disposed to 
consider the ancient tragedy, in general, as a satire 
on monarchical government. This party view 
would, however, have deadened the interest of the 
audience, and consequently destroyed the effect 
which it was the aim of the tragedy to produce. 
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But we must remark, that the royal families, 
whose crimes and misfortunes afforded the most 
abundant materials for tragical pictures of a horrible 
description, were the Pelopidae of Mycenae, and 
the Labdacidae of Thebes, families which were 
foreign to the Athenians, for whom the pieces were 
composed. We do not see that the Attic poets 
endeavoured to exhibit the ancient kings of their 
country in an odious light ; on the contrary, they 
always hold up their national hero, Theseus, for 
public admiration, as a model of justice and mode- 
ration, the champion of the oppressed, the first 
lawgiver, and even the founder of their liberty; 
and it was one of their favourite modes of flattering 
the people, to persuade them that, even in the 
heroic ages, Athens was distinguished above all the 
other states of Greece, for obedience to the laws, 
humanity, and a knowledge of the rights of nations. 
The general revolution, by which the independent 
kingdoms -of ancient Greece were converted into a 
community of free states, had separated the heroic 
age from the age of social cultivation, by a wide 
interval, beyond which the genealogy of a very few 
families only was attempted to be traced. This was 
extremely advantageous for the ideal elevation of 
the characters of their tragedy, as few human things 
will admit of a close inspection into thein, without 
betraying their imperfections. But in the very 
different relations of the age in which those heroes 
lived, the standard of mere civiland domestic morality 
was not applicable, and the feeling must go back to 
the primary ingredients of humanity. Before the 
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existence of constitutiond5~before the proper deve- 
lopement of law and right, the sovereigns and 
rulers were their own lawgivers in a world not yet 
subjected to order ; and the fullest scope was thus 
given to the dominion of will, for good and for bad 
purposes. Hereditary rule, therefore, exhibited 
more striking instances of sudden changes of fortune 
than the later times of political equality. In these 
respects the high rank of the principal characters was 
essential, or at least favourable, to tragic represen- 
tation, and not because, according to the idea of some 
moderns, those only who can occasion the happiness 
or misery of numbers are sufficiently important to 
interest us in their behalf^ nor because internal ele- 
vation of sentiment must be clothed with external 
dignity, to claim our honour and admiration. The 
Greek tragedians paint the downfall of kingly 
houses without any reference to the condition of 
the people ; they show us the man in the king, and, 
far from veiling their heroes from our sight in their 
purple mantles, ^ they allow us to look through their 
vaifi splendour, into a bosom torn and harrowed up 
by passions. That the regal pomp was not so ne- 
cessary as the heroic costume is evident, not only 
from the practice of the ancients, but from the 
tragedies of the moderns having a reference to the 
throne, produced under different circumstances, 
namely, the existence of monarchical government. 
*Riey dare not draw from existing reality, for no- 
thing is less suitable for tragedy than a court, and a 
court life. Where they do not therefore paint an 
ideal kingdom with distant manners, they fail into 
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stiffness and formality, which are much more de- 
structive to freedom and boldness of character, and 
to deep pathos, than the narrow circle of private 
life. 

A few mythological fables only seem originally 
marked out for tragedy: such, for example, as the 
long-continued alternation of aggressions, vengeance, 
and maledictions, which we witness in the liouse of 
Atreus. When we examine the names of the pieces 
which are lost, we have great difficulty in con- 
ceiving how the mythological fables on which they 
are founded, as they are known to us, could afford 
sufficient materials for the developement of an en- 
tire tragedy. It is true, the poets, in the various 
relations of the same story, had a great amplitude 
of selection ; and this very variety justified them in 
going still farther, and making considerable altera- 
tions in the circumstances of an event, so that the 
inventions added to one piece sometimes contradict 
the accounts given by the same poet in another. 
We are, however, principally to ascribe the produc- 
tiveness of mythology, for the tragic art, to the 
principle which we observe so powerful throughout 
the whole historical range of Grecian cultivation ; 
namely, that the power which preponderated for 
the time assimilat^ every thing to itself. As the 
heroic fables, in all their deviations, were easily de- 
veloped into the tranquil fulness and light variety 
of epic poetry^ they were afterwards adapted to the 
object which the tragedians proposed to accomplish, 
by earnestness, energy, and compression ; and what 
in this ehange of destination appeared inap|dicable 
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to tragedy still afforded materials for a sort of half 
sportive, though ideal representation, in the subor- 
dinate walk of the satirical drama. 

1 shall be forgiven, I hope, if I attempt to illus- 
trate the above reflections on the essence of the 
ancient tragedy, by a comparison borrowed from 
the plastic arts, which will, 1 trust, be found some- 
what more than a mere fanciful allusion. 

The Homeric epic is, in poetry, what half-raised 
workmanship is in sculpture, and tragedy the dis- 
tinctly separated groupe. 

The poem of Homer sprung from the soil of the 
traditionary tale, is not yet purified from it, as the 
figures of a bas-relief are borne by a back ground 
which is foreign to them. These figures appear 
depressed, and in the epic poem all is painted as 
past and remote. In the bas relief they are gene- 
rally thrown into profile, and in the epic characte- 
rized in the most artless manner : they are, in the 
former, not properly grouped, but follow one ano- 
ther; and the Homeric heroes, in like manner, 
.advance singly in succession before us. It has been 
remarked, that the Iliad is not definitively closed, 
but that we are left to suppose something both to 
precede and to follow. The bas-relief is equally 
boundless, and may be continued ad infinitum^ 
either from before or behind, on which account the 
ancients preferred the Selection of those objects for 
it, which admitted of an indefinite extension, as the 
trains at sacrifices, dances, and rows of combatants, 
ii.' Hence they also exhibited bas-relids on round 
^pnaces, su^ as vases, or the frieze oi a rotunda. 
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where the two ends are withdrawn from our sight 
by the curvature, and where, on our advancing, one 
object appears as" another disappears. The reading 
of the Homeric poetry very much resembles such 
a circumgiration, as the present object alone arrests 
our attention, while that which precedes and fol- 
lows is allowed to disappear. 

But in the distinctly formed gronpe, as in tragedy, 
sculpture and poetry bring before our eyes an inde- 
pendent and definite whole. To separate it from natu- 
ral reality, the former places it on a base, as on an 
ideal ground. It also removes as much as possible all 
foreign and accidental accessaries, that the eye may 
wholly test on the essential objects, the figures 
themselves. These figures are wrought into the 
most complete rounding, yet they refuse the illu- 
sion of colours, and announce by the purity and 
uniformity of the mass of which they are con- 
structed, a creation not endowed with perishable 
life, but of a higher and more elevated character. 

Beauty is the object of sculpture, and repose is 
most advantageous for the, display of beauty. Re- 
pose alone, therefore, is suitable to the figure. But 
a number of figures can only be connected together 
and grouped by one action. The groupe represents 
beauty in motion, and the object of it is to combine 
both in the highest degree. This can only be 
effected when the artist finds meana, in the most 
violent bodily pr mental anguish, to moderate the 
expression by manly resistance, calm grandeur, or 
inherent sweetness, in such a manner that, with the 
most moving truth, the features of beauty shall yet 
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in nowise be disfigured. The observation of Win- ■ 
kelnnann on this subject is inimitable. . He says 
that beauty with the ancients was the tongue on 
the balance of expression, and in this sense the' 
groupes of Niobe and Laocoon are master-pieces ; 
the one in the sublime and serious, the other in the 
learned and ornamental style. 

The comparison with ancient tragedy is the more 
apposite here, as we know that both iEschylus and 
Sophocles produced a Niobe, and that Sophocles 
was also the author of a Laocoon. In Laocoon the 
conflicting sufferings and anguish of the body, and 
the i*esistance of the soul, are balanced with the 
most wonderful equilibrium. The children calling 
for help, tender objects of our compassion, and not 
of our admiration, draw us back to the appearance 
of the father, who seems to turn his eyes in vain to 
the gods. Tlie convolving serpents exhibit to us 
the inevitable destiny which unites together the 
characters in so dreadful a manner. And yet the 
beauty of proportion, the delightful flow of the 
attitude, are not lost in this violent struggle ; and- 
a representation the most frightful to the senses is 
yet treated with a degree of moderation, while 
mild breath of sweetness is diffused over the 
whole. 

In the groupe of Niobe there* is also the most 
perfect mixture of terror and pity. The upturned 
looks of the mother, and the mouth half open in 
supplication, seem to accuse the invisible wrath of 
Heaven. Tlie daughter, clinging in the agonies of 
death to the bosom of her mother, in her infantine 
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innocence can have no other fear than for herself : 
the innate impulse of self preservation was never 
represented in a mannei* more tender and affecting. 
Can there on the other hand be exhibited to the 
senses a more beautiful image of self-devoting be* 
roic magnanimity than Niobe, as she bends her 
body forwards, that if possible she may alone re- 
ceive the destructive bolt? Pride and repugnance 
are melted down in the most ardent maternal love. 
The more than earthly dignity of the features are 
the less disfigured by pain^ as from the quick repe- 
tition of the shocks she appears, as iri the fable, to 
have become insensible and motionless. But before 
this figure, twice transformed into stone, and yet so 
inimitably animated, — before this line of demarca- 
tion of all human suffering, the most callous be- 
holder is dissolved in tears. 

In all the agitation produced by the sight of these 
groupcs, there is still somewhat in them which 
invites us to composed contemplation ; and in the 
same manner, the tragedy of the ancients leads us, 
even in the course of the representation, to the 
most elevated reflections on our existence, and those 
mysteries in our destiny which can never wholly be 
explained. 
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Progress of the tragic «rt among the Greeks.— -Their diflerent 
styles. — .^schylus. — Connexion in a trilogy of ^schylus.— 
His remaining works.— Life and poetical character of Sopho- 
cles.— Character of his different tragedies. 


Uf the inexhaustible stores possessed by the 
Greeks in the department of tragedy, which the 
public competition at the Athenian festivals called 
into being, as the rival poets always contended for 
a prize, veiy little indeed has come down to us. 
We only possess works of three of their numerous 
tragedians, iEschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides, 
and these in no proportion to the number of their 
compositions. The three authors in question were se- 
lected by the Alexandrian critics as the foundation 
for the study of ancient Grecian literature, not be- 
cause they alone were deserving of estimation, but be- 
cause they aflTorded the best illustration of the various 
styles of tragedy. Of each of the two oldest poets, 
we have seven remaining pieces ; in these however 
we have, according to the testimony of the ancients, 
several of their most distinguished productions. 
Of Euripides we have a much greater number, and 
we might well exchange many of them for other 
works which are now lost ; for example, the satiri- 
cal dramas .ofAchaeus, JSsebytus, and Sophocles, 
several pie0|MM|Phrynicbu8 for the sake of compa- 



DRASIATIC literature. 91 

rison with jSSschylus, or of Agathon, whom Plato 
describes as effeminate^ but sweet and affecting, and 
who was a contemporary of Euripides though some- 
what younger. 

We leave to antiquarians the car of the strolling 
Thespis, the competition for a he-goat, from which 
the name of tragedy was derived, the visages 
of the first improvisatorc actors smeared over with 
lees, that they may ascertain the rude beginnings 
from which iEschylus, by one gigantic stride, gave 
that dignified character to tragedy under which it 
appears in his works, and shall proceed immediately 
to the consideration of the poets themselves. 

The tragic style (giving to the word style the 
sense which it receives in the plastic arts, and not 
the exclusive signification in writing) of iBschylus 
is grand, severe, and not unfrequently hard : in the 
style of Sophocles we observe the most complete 
proportion and harmonious sweetness : the style of 
Euripides is soft and luxuriant ; extravagant in his 
easy fulness, he sacrifices the general effect to bril- 
liant passages. From the analogy which the undis- 
turbed developement of the fine arts among the 
Greeks every where offers to us, we may compare the 
epochs of tragic art to those of sculpture. iEschy- 
lus is the Phidias of the tragic art, Sophocles the 
Polycletus, and Euripides the Lysippus. Phidias 
formed sublime images of the gods, but he was still 
attached to the extrinsic magnificence of materials ; 
and he surrounded their majestic repose with images 
of the most violent struggles. Polycletus carried 
the art to perfection, and hence one of his statues 
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was called the rule of beauty. Lysippus distin- 
guished himself by the fire of his works ; but in bis 
time sculpture had deviated from its original desti- 
nation, and was much more desirous of expressing 
the charm of motion and life than of adhering to 
ideality of form. 

^schylus is to be considered as the creator of 
tragedy, which sprung from him completely armed, 
like Pallas from the head of Jupiter. He clothed 
it in a state of suitable dignity, and gave it an 
appropriate place of exhibition ; he was the inventor 
of scenic pomp, and not only instructed the chorus 
in singing and dancing, but appeared himself in 
the character of a player. He was the first who 
gave developement to the dialogue, and limits to 
the lyrical part of the tragedy, which still however 
occupies too much space in his pieces. He draws 
his characters with a few bold and strongly marked 
features. The plans are simple in the extreme : be 
did not understand the art of enriching and varying 
an action, and dividing its developement and catas- 
trophe into parts, bearing a due proportion to each 
other. Hence his action often stands still, and 
this circumstance becomes still more apparent, from 
the undue extension of his choral songs. But all 
his poetry betrays a sublime and serious mind. 
Terror is his element, and not the softer afi^tions ; 
he holds up the head of Medusa to his astonished 
spectators. His manner of treating fate is austere 
in the extreme : he suspends it over the heads of 
mortals in all its gloomy majesty. The cothurnus 
of i^chylus has as it were an iron weight : gi- 
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gantic figures alone stalk before our eyes. It seems 
asif it required anefibrtin him, tocondescend to paint 
mere men to us : he abounds most in the represen- 
tation of gods, and seems to dwell with particular 
delight in exhibiting the Titans, those ancient 
gods who signify the dark powers of primitive na- 
ture, and who had long been driven into Tartarus 
beneath a better regulated world* He endeavours 
to swell out his language to a gigantic sublimity, 
corresponding with the standard of his characters. 
Hence he abounds in harsh combinations and over- 
strained epithets, and the lyrical parts of his pieces 
are often obscure in the extreme, from the involved 
nature of the construction. He resembles Dante 
and Shakspeare in the very singular cast of his 
images and expressions. These images are nowise 
deficient in the terrible graces, which almost all the 
writers of antiquity celebrate in JEschylus. 

iEschylus flourished in the very first vigour of 
the Grecian freedom, after its successful struggle, 
and he seems to have been thoroughly imbued with 
a proud feeling of the superiority which this struggle 
reflected on the nation to which he belonged. He 
was an eye-witness of the greatest and most glorious 
event in the history of Greece, the overthrow and 
annihilation of the Persian hosts under Darius and 
Xerxes, and had fought in the memorable battles of 
Marathon and Salamis with distinguished bravery. 
In the Persians he has, in an indirect manner, 
sung the triumph which he contributed to obtain, 
while he paints the downfall of the Persian projects, 
and the ignominious return of the fugitive monarch 
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to his royal residence. He describes in the most 
vmA and glowing colours the battle of Salamis. In 
this piece, and in the Seven before Thebes^ a war- 
like vein gushes forth ; the personal inclination of 
the poet for the life of a hero shines throughout 
with the most dazzling lustre. It was well remarked 
by Gorgias, the sophist, that Mars, instead of Bac- 
chus, dictated this last drama ; for Bacchus, and not 
Apollo, was the patron of tragic poets, which may 
appear somewhat singular on a first view of the 
matter, but then we must recollect that Bacchus 
was not merely the god of wine and joy, but also 
the god of the highest degree of inspiration. 

Among the remaining pieces of AEschylus, we 
have what is highly deserving of our attention, a 
complete trilogy. The antiquarian account of tri- 
logies is this, that in the more early times the 
poet did not contend for the prize with a single 
piece, but with three, which however were not al- 
ways connected together by theircontenls, and that a 
fourth satirical drama was also attached to them. 
All these were successively represented in one day. 
The idea which we must form of the trilogy in 
relation to the tragic art is this : a tragedy cannot 
be indefinitely lengthened and continued, like the 
Homeric epic poem for example, to which whole 
rhapsodies have been appended; for this is too 
independent and complete within itself. Notwith- 
standing this circumstance, however, several trage- 
dies may be connected together by means of a com- 
mon destiny running throughout all their actions 
in one great cycle. Hcncc the fixing on the num- 
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bcr three admits of a satisfactory explanation. 
It is the thesis^ the antithesis, and the connexion* f 
The advantage of this conjunction was that, in the 
consideration of the connected fables, a more ample 
degree of gratification was derived than could possi- 
bly be obtained from a single action. The objects 
of the three tragedies might be separated by a wide 
interval of time, or follow close upon one another. 

The three pieces of the trilogy of iEschylus are 
Agamemnon^ the ChoephorcB or Electra^ and the 
Eumenides or Furies. The object of the first is 
the murder of Agamemnon by Clytemnestra, on his 
return from Troy. In the second, Orestes avenges 
his father by killing his mother if acta plus et see- 
leratus eodem. This deed, although perpetrated 
from the most powerful motives, is repugnant how- 
ever to natural and moral order. Orestes as a 
Prince was, it is true, entitled to exercise justice 
even on the members of his own family ; but he 
was under the necessity of stealing in disguise into 
the dwelling of the tyrannical usurper of his throne, 
and of going to work like an assassin. The memory 
of his father pleads his excuse ; but although Cly- 
temnestra has deserved death, the blood of his mo- 
ther still rises up in judgment against him. This is 
represented in the Eumenides in the form of a con- 
tention among the Gods, some of whom approve of 
the deed of Orestes, while others persecute him, till 
at lastthe divinewisdom, underthe figure of Minerva, 
reconciles the opposite claims, establishes a peace, 
and puts an end to the long series of crimes and pu- 
nishments which desolated the royal houseof Atreus. 
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A considerable interval takes place between the 
pmod of the first and second pieces^ during which 
Orestes grows up to manhood. The second and 
third are connected together immediately in the 
order of time. Orestes takes flight after the murder 
of his mother to Delphi, where we find him at the 
commencement of the Eumenides. 

In* each of the two first pieces, there is a visible 
reference to the one which follows. In Agamemnon, 
Cassandra and the chorus prophesy, at the close, to 
the arrogant Clytemnestra and her paramour ^gis- 
thus, the punishment which awaits them at the 
hands of Orestes. In the Choephorae, Orestes, 
immediately after the execution of the deed, finds 
no longer any repose ; the furies of bis mother 
begin to persecute him, and he announces bis re- 
solution of taking refuge in Delphi. 

The connexion is therefore evident throughout, 
and we may consider the three pieces, which were 
connected together even in the representation, as so 
many acts of one great and entire drama. I men- 
tion this as a preliminary justification of Shaks- 
peare and other modern poets, in connecting to- 
gether in one representation a larger circle of human 
destinies, as we can produce to the critics who 
object to t,hi|Abe supposed example of the ancients. 

In AgaripIlM it was die intention of iSsebylus 
to exhibifiiM^ us a sudden fall from the highest 
pinnaok of prosperity and fiime, into the abyss of 
rain. *,^e prince, the hero, the general of the 
Greeks, in the very moment when he 
in concluding the most glorious 
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action, the destruction of Troy, the fame of which 
is to be re-echoed from the mouths of the greatest 
poets of all ages, on entering the threshold of his 
house, after which he has long sighed, is strangled 
amidst the unsuspected preparations for a festival, 
according to the expression of Homer, “ like an 
ox in the stall,” strangled by his faithless wife ; her 
unworthy seducer takes possession of his throne, 
and the children arc consigned to banishment, or to 
hopeless servitude. 

With the view of giving the greater effect to 
this dreadful alternation of fortune, the poet has 
previously thrown a splendour over the destruction 
of Troy. He has done this in the first half of the 
piece in a manner peculiar to himself, which, how- 
ever singular, must be allowed to be impressive in 
the extreme, and to lay fast hold of the imagina- 
tion. It is of importance to Clytemnestra not to 
be surprised by the arrival of her husband. She 
has therefore arranged an uninterrupted series of 
signal fires from Troy to Mycenae to announce to 
her that great event. The piece commences with 
the speech of a watchman, who supplicates the gods 
for a release from his toils, as for ten long years he 
has been exposed to the cold dews of night, has 
witnessed the various changes of the stars, and 
looked in vain for the expected signal ; at the same 
time he sighs in secret for the internal ruin of the 
royal house. At this moment he sees the blaze of 
the long wished-for fires, and hastens to announce 
it to his mistress. A chorus of aged persons ap- 
pears, and in their songs they trace back the Trojan 
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war, throughout all its eventful changes of fortune 
from its first origin^ and recount all the prophecies 
relating to it, and the sacrifice of Iphigenia, at the 
expense of which the voyage of the Greeks was 
purchased. Clytemnestra declares the joyful cause 
of the sacrifice which she orders, and the herald 
Taltbybius immediately makes his appearance, who 
as an eye-witness announces the drama of the con- 
quered and plundered city consigned as a prey to 
the flames, the joy of die victors, and the glory of 
their leader. He displays with reluctance, as if 
unwilling to shade the brilliancy of his picture, the 
subsequent misfortunes of the Greeks, their dis- 
persion, and the shipwreck suffered by many' of 
them, an immediate symptom of the wrath of the 
Gods. We easily see how little the unity of place 
was observed by the poet, and that he rather avails 
himself of the prerogative of his mental dominion 
over the powers of nature, and adds wings to the 
circling hours in their course towards their dread- 
ful goal. Agamemnon now comes, borne in a sort of 
triumphal procession ; and seated on another car, 
laden with booty, follows Cassandra, his prisoner of 
war and mistress, according to the privilege of the 
heroes of those days. Clytemnestra greets him 
with hypoqi'itical joy and veneration ; she orders 
her slaves to cover the ground with the most costly 
embroideries of purple, that it might not be touched 
by the foot of the conqueror. Agamemnon, with 
sage moderation refuses to receive an honour due 
only to the gods ; at last he yields to their in- 
vitations, and enters the house. The chorus then 
2 
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begins to utter dark forebodings. Clytemnestra re- 
turns to allure Cassandra to her destruction by the 
art of soft persuasion. The latter remains dumb 
and motionless, but the queen is hardly gone, when, 
seized with a prophetic rage, she breaks out into 
the most perplexing lamentations, afterwards unveils 
her prophecies more distinctly to the chorus; she sees 
in her mind all the enormities which have been per- 
petrated in that house; the repast of Thyestes, which 
the sun refused to look on : the shadows of the 
dilacerated children appear to her on the battle- 
ments of the palace. She also sees the death pre- 
pared for her master, and although horror-struck at 
the atrocious spectacle, as if seized with an over- 
powering fury, she rushes into the house to meet 
her inevitable death ; we then hear behind the 
scene the sighs of the dying Agamemnon. The 
palace opens ; Clytemnestra stands beside the body 
of her king and husband, an undaunted criminal, 
who not only confesses the deed, but boasts of it as 
a just requital for Agamemnon’s ambitious sacrifice 
of Iphigenia. The jealousy towards Cassandra, and 
the criminal union with the unworthy j®gisthus, 
which is first disclosed after the completion of the 
murder towards the conclusion of the piece, are 
motives which she throws entirely into the back 
ground, and hardly touches on : this was necessary 
to preserve the dignity of the object. But Cly- 
temnestra would have been improperly portrayed 
as a weak woman seduced from her duty ; she ap- 
peared with the features of that heroic age so rich 
in bloody catastrophes, in which all the passions 
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were violent, and in which, both in good and evil, 
men exceeded the ordinary standard of later and 
more puny ages. What is so revolting, what 
affords such a deep proof of the degeneracy oi 
human nature, as the spectacle of horrid crimes 
conceived in a pusillanimous bosom ? When such 
crimes are to be portrayed by the poet, he must 
neither endeavour to embellish them, nor to mitigate 
our horror and aversion. The consequence which 
is thus given to the sacrifice of Iphigenia has this par- 
ticular advantage, that it keeps within some bounds 
our discontent at the fall of Agamemnon . He cannot 
be pronounced wholly innocent ; an earlier crime 
recoils on his own head ; and besides, according to 
the religious idea of the ancients, an old curse hung 
over his house : ^gisthus, the contriver of his de- 
struction, is a son of that very Thyestes on whom 
his father Atreus took such an unnatural revenge ; 
and this fatal connexion is conveyed to our minds 
in the most vivid manner by the chorus, and more 
especially by the prophecies of Cassandra. 

I pass over the subsequent piece of the Choephorae 
for the present ; I shall speak of it when I come to 
institute a comparison between the manner in which 
the three poets have handled the same subject. 

The fable of the Eumenides is, as I have already 
said, the justification and absolution of Orestes from 
his bloody crime : it is a trial, but a trial where 
the gods are accusers, and defenders, and judges ; 
and the manner in which the subject is treated 
corresponds with its majesty and importance. The 
itself brought before the eyes of the Greeks 



DRAMATIC LITERATURE. loi 

the highest objects of veneration which were known 
to them. 

It opens before the celebrated temple at Delphi, 
which occupies the back ground ; the aged IPythia 
enters in sacerdotal pomp, addresses her prayers to 
all the gods who presided, or still preside, over the 
oracle, harangues the assembled people (the actual), 
and goes into the temple to seat herself on the 
tripod. She returns full of consternation, and de- 
scribes what she has seen in the temple : a man 
stained with blood, supplicating protection, sur- 
rounded by sleeping women with serpent hair ; she 
then makes her exit by the same entrance. Apollo 
now appears with Orestes in his traveller’s garb, and 
a sword and olive branch in his hands. He pro- 
mises him his farther protection, commands him to 
flee to Athens, and recommends him to tlie care of 
tlie present but invisible Mercury, to whom travel- 
lers, and especially those who were under the ne- 
cessity of concealing their journey, were usually 
consigned. 

Orestes goes off at the side allotted to strangers ; 
Apollo re-enters the temple, which remains open, 
and the furies are seen in the interior sleeping on 
their seats. Clytemnestra no\v ascends by the cha- 
ronie stairs through the orchestra, and appears on 
the stage. We are not, to suppose her a haggard skele- 
ton, but a figure with the appearance of life, though 
paler, still bearing her wounds in her breast, and 
shrouded in ethereal-coloured vestments. She calls 
repeatedly to the Furies in the language of vehement 
reproach, and then disappears, probably through 
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a trap-door* The Furies awake^ and when they no 
longer find Orestes, they dance in wild commotion 
round the stage during the choral song* Apollo re- 
turns from the temple, and expels them from his 
sanctuary as profanatory beings. We may here 
suppose him appearing with the sublime displea- 
sure of the Apollo of the Vatican, with bow and 
quiver, or clothed in his sacred tunic and chlamys. 

The scene now changes ; but as the Greeks on 
such occasions were fond of going the shortest way 
to work, the back ground remained probably un- 
changed, and had now to represent the temple of 
Minerva, on the hill of Mars (Areopagus), and the 
lateral decorations would be converted into Athens 
and the surrounding landscape. Orestes comes as 
from another land, and embraces as a suppliant the 
statue of Pallas placed before the temple. The 
chorus (who, according to the directions of the 
poet, were clothed in black, with purple girdles, 
and serpents in their hair, the masks with some- 
thing of the terrible beauty of Medusa heads, and 
even the age marked on plastic principles) follow 
him ‘ on foot to this place, ' but remain through- 
out the remainder of the piece beneath in the 
orchestra. The Furies had at first exhibited the 
rage of beasts of prey at the escape of their booty, 
but they now sing with tranquil dignity their high 
and terrible office among mortals, claim the head of 
Orestes as forfeited to them, and consecrate it with 
mysterious charms of endless pain. Pallas, the 
warlike virgin, appears in a chariot and four at the 
interoj^ioo of the suppliant. She listens with 
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calm dignity to to the mutual complaints of Orestes 
aud his adversaries, and finally undertakes, after 
due refiectiou, the office of umpire at the solicita- 
tion of the two parties. The assembled judges 
take their seats on the steps of the temple, the 
herald commands silence among the people by 
sound of trumpet, as at an actual tribunaL Apollo 
advances to advocate the cause of the youtl)!^ the 
Furies in vain oppose his interference, and the 
arguments for and against the deed are gone through 
in short speeches. The judges throw their calculi 
into the urn, Pallas throws in a white one ; all are 
wrought up to the highest pitch of expectation ; 
Orestes calls out full of anguish to his protector : 

O Phoebus Apollo, how is the cause decided ? 

The Furies on the other hand : 

O black night, mother of aD things, dost thou behold this? 

In the enumeration of the black and white peb- 
bles, they are found equal in number, and the ac- 
cused is therefore declared by Pallas acquitted of 
the charge. He breaks out into joyful expressions 
of thanks, while the Furies on the other hand de- 
claim against the arrogance of the young gods, who 
take such liberties with the race of Titan. Pallas 
bears their rage with equanimity, addresses them 
in the language of kindness, and even of veneration; 
and these beings, so untractable in their general dis- 
position, are unable to withstand the power of her 
mild and convincing eloquence. They promise to 
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bless the land over which she has dominion, while 
Pallas assigns them a sanctuary in the Attic territory, 
where they are to be called the Eumenides^ that is, 
the benevolent. Tlic whole ends with a solemn 
procession round the theatre, with songs of invo- 
cation, while bands of children, women, and old 
men, in purple robes and with torches in their 
hands, accompany the Furies in their exit. 

Let us now take a retrospective view of the whole 
trilogy. In Agamemnon we observe in the deed 
which is planned and executed, the greatest displajr 
of arbitrary will and power : the principal character 
is a great criminal ; and the piece ends with the 
revolting impressions produced by the sight of tri- 
umphant tyranny and crime. I have already al- 
luded to the circumstance of a previous destiny. 

The deed in the Choephorae is partly recom- 
mended by Apollo as appointment of fate, and 
partly originates in natural motives : the desire 
of avenging the father, and the fraternal love for 
the ©pressed Electra. After the deed the struggle 
betw^een the most sacred feelings first becomes ma- 
nifest, and allows no re{)Ose to the distracted youth. 

From the very commencement, the Eumenides 
stands on the very highest tragical elevation ; all the 
past is concentrated as it were in one focus. Ores- 
tes has merely been the passive instrument of fate ; 
and free agency is transferred to the more elevated 
sphere of tlie gods. Pallas is properly the prin- 
cipal character. The opposition between the most 
sacred relations, which frequently appears beyond 
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the power of mortal solution, is represented as a 
contention in the world of the gods. 

And this leads me to the deep import of the 
whole. The ancient mythology is in general sym- 
bolical, although not allegorical ; for the two are 
quite distinct. Allegory is the personification of an 
idea, a fable solely undertaken with such a view ; 
but tiiat is symbolical which has been created by 
the imagination for other purposes, or which has a 
reality in itself independent of the idea, but which 
at the same time is easily susceptible of a symbo- 
lical explanation ; and even of itself suggests it. 

The Titans, in general, mean the dark primary 
powers of nature and of mind ; the later gods, 
what enters more within the circle of conscious- 
ness. The former are more nearly related to origi- 
nal chaos, the latter belong to a world already sub- 
jected to order. The Furies are the dreadful powers 
of conscience, in so far as it rests on obscure feel- 
ings and forebodings, and yields to no principles of 
reason. In vain Orestes dwells on the just motives 
for the deed, the voice of blood resounds in his ear. 
Apollo is the god of youth, of the noble ebullition 
of passionate discontent, of the bold and daring 
action : hence this deed was commanded by him. 
Pallas is cool wisdom, justice, and moderation, 
which alone can allay the dispute. 

Even the sleep of the Furies in the temple is 
symbolical ; for only in the holy place, in the bosom 
of religion, can the fugitive find rest from the stings 
of his conscience. Scarcely however has he again 
ventured into the world, when the image of his 
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murdered mother appears, and aj^am awakes thcnu 
The very speech of Clyteoanestra is symbolical, as 
well as the attributes of the Furies, the serpents, and 
the sucking of blood. The same may be said of 
the aversion of Apollo for them ; in fact this sym- 
bolical application runs throughout the whole.*— 
The equal cogency of the motives for and against 
the deed is denoted by the divided number of the 
judges. When at last a sanctuar}^ is allotted to 
the softened Furies in the Athenian territory, this is 
as much as to say that reason shall not every w^herc 
assert lier power against the instinctive impulse, 
that there are certain boundaries in the human 
mind which are not to be passed, and which every 
person possessed of a sentiment of reverence will 
beware of touching, if he wishes to preserve inward 
peace. 

So much for the deep philosophical import, 
which we are not to wonder at finding in this poet, 
who, according to the testimony of Cicero, was a 
Pythagorean. iSsebylus had also his political views. 
The first of these was the rendering Athens illus- 
trious. Delphi was the religious centre of Greece, 
and yet bow it is thrown into the shade! It can 
only shelter Orestes from the first onset of persecu- 
tion, but not afibrd him a complete freedom ; this 
is reserved for the land where law and humanity 
flourish. His principal object however was the 
recommending as essential to the welfare of Athens 
the Areopagus,* an uncorruptible yet mild tribunal, 

* 1 do not find that this aim has ever been ascribed to 
^schylus by the express testimony of any ancient writer. It is 
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in which the white pebble of Pallas in favour of 
the accused is an invention which does honour to 
the humanity of the Athenians. The poet shows us 
the origin of an institution fraught with blessings 
to humanity, in an immense circle of crimes. 

But it will be asked, are not aims of this descrip- 
tion prejudicial to the pure poetical impression 
which the whole ought to produce? Most un- 
doubtedly, in the manner in which other poets, and 
especially Euripides, have proceeded in such cases. 
But in iEschylus the aim is much more sub- 
servient to the poetry than the poetry to the aim. 
He does not lower himself to a circumscribed re- 
ality, but elevates it on the contrary to a higher 
sphere, and connects it with the most sublime con- 
ceptions. 

however not to be mistaken, especially in the speech of Pallas, 
beginning with the 680th verse. This coincides with the ac- 
count that in the very year when the piece was represented, 
Olymp. Ikxx. 1 . a certain Epliialtes excited the people against 
the Areopagus, which was the best guardian of the old and 
more austere constitution, and kept democratic extravagance in 
check. This Epliialtes was murdered one night by an unknown 
hand. iEscliylus received Uie first prize in the theatrical 
games, but we know at the same time that he left Athens im- 
mediately afterwards, and passed his remaining years in Sicily. 
It is possible that, although the theatrical judges did him the 
justice to which he was entitled, he might be held in aversion 
by the multitude notwithstanding, and that this without any 
express sentence of banishment might have induced him to leave 
his native city. The story of the sight of the terrible chorus of 
Furies having thrown children into mortal convulsions, and caused 
w'omen to miscarry, appears to me fabulous. A poet would 
hardly have been crowned, who had been the occasion of pro- 
faning the festival by such occurrences. 
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In the Orestiad (for so the three connected pieces 
are •called) we certainly possess one of the most 
sublime poems that ever was conceived by the 
human imagination, and probably the most mature 
and faultless of all the productions of his genius. 
The period of their composition confirms this sup- 
position ; for he was at least sixty years of age 
when he brought these dramas on the stage, the 
last which he ever submitted in competition for 
the prize at Athens. Every one of his pieces 
however which have come down to us is remark- 
able either for the display of some peeuliar property 
of the poet, or as indicative of the step in the art on 
which he stood at the time. 

I should be disposed to consider the Suppliants 
one of his more early works. It probably stood in 
a trilogy between two other tragedies on the same 
subject, the names of which afe still preserved, 
namely the Egyptians and the Danaidce. The 
first describes the flight of the Danaidce from 
Egypt to avoid the marriage with their uncles, 
whom they detested; the second the protection 
which t^hey sought and obtained in Argos ; the 
third the murder of the husbands whom they were 
compelled to receive. Wc are disposed to view the 
contents of the two first pieces, as mere detached 
scenes, and introductions to the tragical action which 
first properly commences in the last. But tragedy 
on this footing was as complete, considered as one 
whole, as the single pieces were defective from the 
necessity of being taken in connexion with others. 
In the Suppliants the chorus not only takes a part 
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jn the action as in the Eumenides, but it is even 
the principal character towards whom our interest 
is directed. This modification of tragedy is neither 
favourable for the display of peculiarity of character, 
nor the exciting an interest by means of powerful 
jjassions ; or to speak in the language of Grecian 
art it is neither advantageous for ethos nor for 
pathos, ^he chorus has but one voice and one 
soul : the dispositions common to fifty young wo- 
men (for the chorus of Danaida? certainly amounted 
to this number) would have been placed by the 
display of an exclusive peculiarity in opposition 
with the nature of things ; and therefore such a 
multitude could only be painted with the common 
features of humanity, those common to their sex 
and age, and those of their nation. In this last 
respect the will of yEschylus is more conspicuous 
than his performance : he lays a great stress on the 
foreign race of the Danaidse ; but this they only 
declare themselves, without allowing the foreign 
character to be discovered from their discourse. — 
The sentiments, resolutions, and actions of a num- 
ber of people manifested with this uniformity, and 
conceived and executed like the movements of a 
regular army, can hardly receive the appearance of 
what proceeds freely and immediately from the in- 
ward inclinations. We take a much stronger in- 
terest in the situation and fate of a single example 
with which we have become intimately acquainted, 
than in a multitude of uniformly repeated impres- 
sions massed together. ,, We have more than reason 
to doubt whether yEschylus treated the fable of the 
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tliird piece in such a way that Hypermnestra, the 
only one of the Danaidae who is an exception to the 
rest, becomes the principal object from her com- 
passion or her love : he probably here adopted the 
very same mode of expressing the complaints, the 
wishes, the cares, and supplications of the whole, 
the social solemnity of their action and suffering, in 
majestic choral songs. 

In the same manner in the Seven before Thebes^ 
the king and the messenger, whose speeches occupy 
the greatest part of the piece, speak more in virtue 
of their office, than as interpreters of personal feel- 
ings. The description of the attack with which 
the city is threatened, and of the seven leaders 
who, like heaven-storming giants, have sworn its 
destruction, and who display their arrogance in 
the symbols borne on their shields, is an epic sub- 
ject clotlied in the pomp of tragedy. This long 
and highly-finished preparation is of less value than 
tlie single agitating moment, when Eteoclcs, who 
has hitherto displayed the utmost degree of pru- 
dence and firmness, and stationed a patriotic hero 
at each gate against one of the insolent enemies, as 
the seventh, the author of the whole mischief, 
Polynioes is described to him, carried along by the 
furies of the paternal curse, insists on becoming 
himself the antagonist, and notwithstanding all the 
entreaties of the chorus, with the clear conscious- 
ness of inevitable ruin, rushes headlong to the fra- 
tricidal strife. The war is in itself no subject 
and the poet hurries us rapidly from 
the omiiM^ and important preparation to the de- 
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termination : the city is saved, the two competitors 
for the throne fall by the iiands of each other, and 
the whole is closed by their funeral dirge, in which 
a part is taken by the sisters and chorus of Theban 
virgins. It is remarkable that the resolution of 
Antigone to inter her brother, notwithstanding tbe 
prohibition, with whicli Sophocles opens his piece of 
that name, is woven into the conclusion of this, a 
circumstance which inomediately connects it with a 
new developernent, as in the Choephorae. 

I could wish to believe that -^Eschylus composed 
the Persians from mere complacency for Hiero 
King of Syracuse, who was desirous of having the 
great events of the Persian war brought under his 
review. Such is the substance of one tradition ; 
but according to another the piece bad been beftw-e 
exhibited in Athens. We have already alluded to 
this drama, which, both in point of selection of 
subject, and the manner of handling it, is undoubt- 
edly the most imperfect of all the tragedies of the 
poet that wc possess. Our expectation is hardly 
excited in the commencement by tbe vision of 
Atossa; the whole catastrophe immediately opens 
on us with the first message, and no farther pro- 
gress can be even imagined. But although not a 
legitimate drama, we may still consider it as a 
prond triumphal song in honour of liberty, clothed 
in soft and unceasing lamentations for the fallen 
majesty of the vanquished. The poet with great 
judgment, both here and in the Se'ven before Thebesy 
describes the result of the battle, not as accidental, 
which is almost always the case in Homer (for 
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accident ought never to have a place in tragedy), 
but as the result of arrogant and blind presumption 
on the one hand, and resolute moderation on the 
other. 

The Chained Prometheus held also a middle 
place between two others, the Fire-bringing and 
the Freed Prometheus^ if we dare redkon the first, 
which without question was a satirical drama, as 
part of a trilogy. A considerable fragment of the 
Freed Prometheus has been preserved to us in the 
Latin translation of Attius. 

The Chained Prometheus is the representation of 
constancy under suffering, and that the never end- 
ing suffering of a god. Exiled to a naked rock on 
the shore of the encircling ocean, this drama still 
embraces the world, the Olympus of the gods, and 
the earth of mortals, all scarcely yet reposing in a 
secure state above the dread abyss of the dark 
Titanian powers. The idea of a self-devoting divi- 
nity has been mysteriously inculcated in many re- 
ligions, as a confused foreboding of the true ; here 
however it appears in a most alarming contrast with 
the consolations of revelation. For Prometheus 
does not suffer on an understanding with the power 
by whom the world is governed, but he atones for 
his disobedience, and that disobedience consists in 
nothing but the attempt to give perfection to the 
human race. It is thus an image of human nature 
itself: endowed with a miserable foresight and 
bound down to a narrow existence, without an ally, 
and with nothing to oppose to the combined and 
inexorable powers of nature, but an unshaken will 
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and the consciousness of elevated claims. The 
other poems of the Greek tragedians are single 
tragedies ; but this may be called tragedy itself: 
its purest spirit is revealed with all the an- 
nihilating and overpowering influence of its first 
unmitigated austerity. 

There is little external action in this piece : Pro- 
metheus merely suffers and resolves from the be- 
ginning to the end ; and his sufferings and resolu- 
tions are always the same. But the poet has con- 
trived in a masterly manner to introduce variety 
and progress into that which in itself was determi- 
nately fixed, and given us a scale for the measure- 
ment of the matchless power of his sublime Titans 
in the objects by which he has surrounded them. 
We have first the silence of Prometheus while he 
is chained down under the harsh inspection of 
Strength and Force, whose threats serve only to 
excite a useless compassion in Vulcan, who carries 
them into execution ; then his solitary complaints, 
the arrival Of the tender ocean nymphs, whose kind 
but disheartening sympathy induces him to give 
vent to his feelings, to relate the causes of his fall, 
and to reveal the future, though with prudent re- 
serve he reveals it only in part; the visit of the 
ancient Oceanus, a kindred god of the race of the 
Titans, who, under the pretext of a zealous at- 
tachment to his cause, advises him to submission 
towards Jupiter, and w^ho is on that account dis- 
missed with proud contempt; the introduction of 
the raving lo driven about from place to place, the 
victim of the same tyranny from which Prometheus 

VOL. I. 1 
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. himself suflers ; bis prophecy of the wanderings to 
whieh she is still doomed^ and the fate which at 
last awaits ber^ connected in some degree with bis 
own, as from her blood he is to receive a deliverer 
after the lapse of many ages ; the appearance of 
Mercury as the messenger of the tyrant of the 
world, who with threats commands him to disclose 
the secret by which Jupiter may remain on his 
throne secure from all the malice of fate ; and lastly 
the yawning of the earth before Prometheus has 
well declared his refusal, amidst thunder and light- 
ning, storms and earthquake, by which he him- 
self and the rock to which he is chained are swal- 
lowed up in the abyss of the nether world* The 
triumph of subjection was never celebrated in more 
glorious strains, and wc have difficulty in conceiv- 
ing *bow the poet in the Freed Prometheus could 
sustain himself on such an elevation. 

In the dramas of i£$cbylus we have one of many 
examples that, in art as well as nature, gigantic 
productions precede those that evince regularity of 
proportion, which again in their turn decline gradu- 
ally into littleness and insignificance, and that poetry 
in its original appearance approaches always the near- 
est to the reverence of religion, whatever form the 
latter may assume among the various races of men. 

A saying of the poet, which has been preserved^ 
a|R>rds ua a proof that he endeavoured to maintain 
himself on this elevation, and purposely avoided all 
artificial cultivation, which might have the effect of 
lowering the divinity of his character. His bre- 
thren stimulated him to write a new Psean. He an- 
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swered : The old one of Tynachus is the best, and 
\he same thing would happen here that was obser- 
vable in a comparison ' between the ancient and 
modern statues ; for the former with all their sim« 
plicity were considered as divine, and the modern, 
with all the care bestowed on their execution, were 
indeed admired, but bore much less of the impres- 
sion of a divinity.” He carried his boldness in re- 
ligious matters, as in every thing else, to the utmost 
limits ; and he was even accused of having in one of 
his pieces disclosed the Eleusinean mysteries, and 
only absolved on the intercession of his brother 
Amynias, who displayed the wounds which he had 
received in the battle of Salamis. He perhaps 
believed that in the poetic communication was 
contained the initiation into the mysteries, and that 
nothing was in this way revealed to any one who 
was not worthy of it. 

The tragic style of iEschylus is still imperfect, 
and not unfrequently runs into the unmixed epic 
and lyric. It is often disjointed, irregular, and hard. 
To compose more regular and skilful tragedies than 
those of iEschylus was by no means difficult ; but 
in the more than mortal grandeur which he dis- 
played, it was impossible that he dionld ever be 
surpassed ; and even Sophocles, his younger' and 
more fortunate rival, did not in this rei^ct equal 
him. The latter, in speaking of iEschylus, gave 
a proof that he was himself a reflecting artist ; 

iEschylus does what is right without knowing 
it ” These few simple words exhaust the whole of 

1 2 
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what we understand by powerful genius uncon» 
scious of its powers. 

The birth year of Sophocles was nearly at an 
equal distance between that of his predecessor and 
of Euripides^ so that he was about half a life time 
from each : in this all the accounts are found to 
coincide. He was however during the greatest part 
of his life the contemporary of both. He frequently 
contended for the tragic garland with ^Eschylus, 
and he outlived Euripedes, who himself attained a 
good age. If 1 may speak in the spirit of the 
ancient religion, it seems that a beneficent Provi- 
dence wished to evince to the human race, in the 
instance of this individual, the dignity and felicity 
of their lot, as he was endowed with every divine 
gift, with all that c^n adorn and elevate the mind 
and the heart, and crowned with every blessing 
imaginable in this life. Descended from rich and 
honoured parents, and born a free citizen of the 
most cultivated state of Greece, such were the advan- 
tages witli which he entered the world. Beauty of 
body and of soul,- and the uninterrupted enjoyment 
df both in the utmost perfection, till the extreme 
limits of human existence ; an education the most 
extensive, yet felect, in gymnastics and music, the 
former so important in the developement of the 
bodily powers, and the latter in the communication 
of harmony ; the sweet blossom of youth, and the 
ripe fruit of age ; the possession and continued en- 
joyment of poetry and art, and the exercise of 
serene wisdom ; love and respect among bis fellow 
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citizens, fame in other countries, and the counte- 
nance and favour of the gods : these are the geneml 
features of the life of this pious and virtuous poet. 
It would seem as if the gods, in return for his dedi- 
cating himself at an early age to Bacchus, as the 
giver of all joy, and the author of the cultivation of 
the human race, by the representation of tragical 
dramas for his festivals, had wished to confer im- 
mortality on him, so long did they delay the hour 
of his death ; but as this was impossible, they ex- 
tinguished his life at least as gently as possible, that 
he might imperceptibly change one immortality for 
another, the long duration of his earthly existence 
for an imperishable name. When a youth of six- 
teen, he was selected, on account of his beauty, to 
play on the lyre, and to dance in the Greek man- 
ner before the chorus of youths who, after the 
battle of Salamis (in which iEschylus fought, and 
which he has so nobly described) executed the 
Paean round the trophy erected on that occasion ; 
so that the fairest developement of his youthful 
beauty coincided with the moment when the Athe- 
nian people had attained the epoch of their highest 
glory. He held the rank of general along with 
Pericles and Thucydides, and, when arrived at a 
more advanced age, the priesthood of a native hero. 
In his twenty-fifth" year he began to represent 
tragedies ; twenty times he was victorious; he often 
gained the second place, and he never was ranked 
in the third. In this career he proceeded with 
increasing success till he exceeded his ninetieth 
year; and some of bis greatest works were even 
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the fruit pf a still later period. There is a story of 
an accusation brought against him by one or more 
of his elder sons, of having become childish from 
age, because he was too fond of a grand«child by a 
second wife, and of being no longer in a condition 
to manage his own afiairs. In his defence he merely 
read to bis judges his CEdipus in Colonos, which he 
had then composed in honour of Colonos, his birth- 
place, and the astonished judges, without farther 
consultation, conducted him in triumph to his house. 
If it be true that the second GBdipus was written at 
so late an age, as from its mature serenity and total 
freedom from the impetuosity and violence of youth 
we have good reason to conclude that it actually 
was, it affords us at once a pleasing picture of the 
delight and the reverence which attended his con- 
cluding years. Although the various accounts of 
his death appear fabulous, they all coincide in this, 
that he departed without a struggle, while em- 
ployed in his art, or something connected with it, 
and that, like an old swan of Apollo, he breathed 
out his life in song. I consider also the story of 
the Lacedemonian general who had fortified the 
burying-ground of his fathers, and who, twice ex^ 
horted by Bacchus in a vision to allow Sophocles 
to be there interred, dispatched a herald to the 
Athenians on the subject, with a number of other 
circumstances, as the strongest possible proof of 
the established reverence in which his name was 
held. In calling him virtuous and pious, I spoke 
in the true sense of the words ; for although fais 
wp|ks breathe the rdal character of ancient grandeur. 
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sweetnefils, and simplicity^ of all the Grecian poets 
he is also the individual whose feelings bear the 
strongest affinity to the spirit of our religion. 

One gift alone was refused to him by nature : a 
voice attuned to song. He could only call forth 
and direct the harmonious effusions of other voices ; 
he was therefore compelled to depart from the 
established practice of the poet acting a part in his 
own pieces^ and only once (a very characteristic 
trait) made his appearance in the character of the 
blind singer Thamyris playing on the cithara. 

As iEschylus, who raised tragic poetry from its 
rude beginnings to the dignity of the cothurnus, 
was his predecessor ; the historical relations in 
which he stood to Sophocles enabled the .latter to 
avail himself of the inventions of his original master, 
so that iEschylus appears as the rough designer, 
and Sophocles as the finished successor. The more 
artful construction of the dramas of the latter is 
easily perceived : the limitation of the chorus with 
respect to the dialogue, the polish of the rhythmus, 
and the pure Attic diction, the introduction of a 
greater number of characters, the increase of con* 
trivance in the fable, the multiplication of inci* 
dents, a greater degree of developement, the more 
tranquil continuance of all the moments of the 
action, and the greater degree of theatrical effect 
given to incidents of a decisive nature, the more 
perfect rounding of the whole, even considered* in 
a mere extern^ point of view. But he excelled 
ASschylus in somewhat still more essential, and 
proved hiihself deserving of the good fortune of 
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having such a preceptor, and of entering into com- 
petition with him in . the same subjects : I mean 
the harmonious perfection of his mind, by which 
he fulfilled from inclination every duty pre- 
scribed by the laws of beauty, and of which the 
impulse was in him accompanied by the most clear 
consciousness. It was impossible to exceed iEscby- 
lus in boldness of conception ; 1 am inclined how- 
ever to believe that Sophocles appears only less 
bold from bis wisdom and moderation, as he always 
goes to work with the greatest energy, and perhaps 
with even a more determined severity, like a man 
who knows the extent of his powers, and is deter- 
mined, when he does not exceed them, to stand up 
with thp greater confidence for his rights.* As 
/Eschylus delights in transporting us to the con- 
vulsions of the primary world of the Titans, Sopho- 
cles on the other hand never avails himself of the 
gods but when their appearance is necessary ; he 

* This idea has been so happily expressed by the greatest 
genius perhaps of the last century, that the translator hopes he 
will be forgiven for here transcribing the passage : “ I can truly 
say that, poor and unknown as I then was, I had pretty nearly as 
high an idea of myself and of my works, as 1 have at this mo- 
ment, when the public has decided in their fiivour* It ever was 
my opinion, that the mistakes and blunders both in a rational 
and religious point of view, of which we see thousands daily 
guilty, are owing to their ignorance of themselves. To know 
myself, had been all along my constant study. I weighed, my- 
self alone; I balanced myself with others; I watched every 
; .;>ineanB of information to see how much ground I occupied as a man 
'and as a poet ; I studied assiduously nature’s design in my forma- 
— ^where the lights and shades in my character were intended. 
from Bums to Dr. Moore^ in Curriers Life,-^TRAJSS. 
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formed men, according to the general confession of 
antiquity, better, that is, not more moral, or exempt 
from error, but more beautiful and noble than they 
appeared in real life; and while he took every 
thing in the most human signification, he was at 
the same time aware of their superior destination. 
According to all appearance he was also more mode- 
rate than j^schylus in his scenic ornaments ; he 
displayed perhaps more taste and selection in his 
objects, but did not attempt the same colossal 
pomp. 

To characterize the native sweetness and affection 
so eminent in this poet, the ancients gave him the 
appellation of the Attic bee. Whoever is thoroughly 
imbued with the feeling of this property may 
flatter himself that a sense for ancient art has arisen 
within him ; for the affected sentimentality of the 
present day, far from coinciding with him in this 
opinion, would both in the representation of bodily 
Bufferings, and in the language and economy of the 
tragedies of Sophocles, find much of an unsupport- 
able austerity. 

When we consider the great fertility of Sopho- 
cles, for according to some he wrote a hundred and 
thirty pieces (of which however seventeen were 
-pronounced spurious by Aristophanes the gram- 
marian), and eighty according to the most mo- 
derate account, we cannot help wondering that 
seven only should have come down to us. Chance 
however has so far favoured us, that in these 
seven pieces we find several which were held by 
the ancients as his greatest works, Antigone 
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ample, Electra^ and the two CEdipus ; and these 
have also come down to us tolerably free from muti- 
lation and corruption in their text* The first CEdi- 
pus and Philoctetes have been generally, without any 
good reason, preferred to all the others by the 
modern critics : the first on account of the artifice 
of the plot, in which the dreadful catastrophe, 
powerfully calculated to excite our curiosity (a 
raie case in the Greek tragedies), is brought about 
inevitably by a succession of causes, all dependent 
on each other ; the latter on account of the mas- 
terly display of character, the beautiful contrast 
observable in the three leading individuals, and the 
simple structure of the piece, in which, with so few 
persons, every thing proceeds from the truest mo- 
tives* But the whole of the tragedies of Sophocles 
are conspicuous for their separate excellencies* In 
Antigom we have the purest display of female 
heroism; in Ajax the manly feeling of honour in 
its whole force ; in the Truchinim (or, as we should 
name it, the Dying Hercul€^\ the female levity of 
Dejanira is beautifully atoned for by her death, and 
the sufferings of Hercules are portrayed with suitable 
dignity; Ekctra \% distinguished for energy andpa^ 
thos ; in CEdipus Coloneus there prevails the mildest 
emotion, and over the whole piece there is diffnsed the 
utmost sweetness. I will not undertake to weigh the 
respective merits of these pieces against eadi other : 
but 1 am free to confess that 1 entertain a singular pre- 
dilection for the last of them, as it appears to me the 
most expressive of the personal feelings of the poet 
hiitfself. As this piece was written for the very 
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purpose of throwing a lustre on Athens^ and the 
spot of his birth more particularly, he appears to have 
laboured it with a remarkable degree of fondness. 

Ajax and Antigone are usually tbe least under- 
stood. We cannot conceive how these pieces should 
be continued so long after what we generally call 
the catastrophe. I shall hereafter submit an ob- 
servation on this subject. 

Of all the fables of the ancient mythology into 
which fate is made to enter, the story of (Xdipus 
is perhaps the most ingenious; but yet there are 
others, as for example Niobe, which without such 
a complication of incidents are highly calculated to 
afford us a simple representation of human arro- 
gance, and the punishment suspended over it by 
the gods, conceived on a more colossal scale, and in 
a grander style. The very intrigue of CEdipus de-» 
tracts from its elevation of character. Intrigue in 
the dramatic sense is a complication arising from 
the crossing of purposes and events, and the fate of 
CEdipus affords this in a high degree, as ail that is 
done by his parents or himself to escape the pre- 
dicted horrors serve only the more to involve him. 
But that which gives so grand and terrible a cha- 
racter to this drama, is the circumstance which, for 
the most part however, is overlooked ; that it is the 
CEdipus who solved the riddle of the Sphinx re- 
lating to human life, to whom his own life remains 
an inextricable riddle, till it is cleared up to him 
in the most dreadful manner when too late^ 
and when all is irrecoverably lost. This is an ad- 
mirable picture of the pretension of human wisdom, 
3 
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which is ever aspiring at general improvement, 
while the possessor knows not how to make the 
proper application to himself. 

Notwithstanding the severe conclusion of the 
first CEdipus, we are so far reconciled to it by the 
violence, suspicion, and haughtiness in the character 
of CEdipus, that our feelings are not wrought up to 
the highest pitch of indignation against the cruelty 
of his fate. It was necessary in so far to sacrifice 
the character of CEdipus, who raises himself how- 
ever in our estimation by his fatherly care and 
heroic zeal for the welfare of his people, that allow 
him, in his honest inquiries after the author of the 
crime, to hasten his own destruction. It was ne- 
cessary for the sake of the contrast which his future 
misery exhibits, to allow him to appear before Ti- 
resias and Creoii, clothed in all the pride of regal 
dignity. In his earlier transactions we may already 
remark something of suspicion and violence ; in the 
uneasiness he still felt at the charge of being a sup- 
posititious child, notwithstanding all the assurances 
of Polybos, and in the bloody quarrel in which he 
was afterwards engaged with Laius. This cha- 
racter he seems to have inherited from both his 
parents. The arrogant levity of Jocasta^ whjch 
induces her to treat the oracle with derision when 
she conceived it was not confirmed by the event, 
though it is afterwards consummated in her own 
suflerings, was not indeed inherited by her son : he 
is on the contrary conspicuous throughout for the 
purity of his intentions ; and the care and anxiety 
with which he fled from the predicted crime, add^ 
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naturally to the poignancy of his despair, when he 
found that he liad nevertheless committed it. His 
blindness is indeed dreadful, as the explanation is 
so very obvious; for example, when he puts the 
question to Jpcasta, how did Laius look ? and she 
answers he had become gray-haired, otherwise in 
appearance he was not unlike CEdipus. This is 
also another feature of her levity, that she should 
not have been struck with the resemblance to her 
husband, a circumstance that might have led her 
to recognize him as her son. On a closer dissec- 
tion of the piece, we shall find the utmost propriety 
and circumspection in every feature of it. As we 
are however accustomed to extol the correctness of 
Sophocles, and to boast more especially of the pro- 
bability which prevails throughout this CEdipus, I 
must here remark that this very piece is a proof 
that on this subject the ancient artists followed very 
different principles from those of modern critics. 
For, according to the way of thinking of the latter, 
nothing could be more improbable than that CEdi- 
pus should, during such a length of time, have 
never inquired into the circumstances of the death 
of Laius, and that the scars on his feet, and even 
the name which he bore, should have excited no 
suspicion in Jocasta, &c. But the ancients did not 
produce their works of art for calculating and pro- 
saic understandings ; and an improbability which 
required dissection to be found out, and which did 
not appear in the course of the representation itself, 
passed with them for no improbability. 

The diversity of character of iEschylus and So- 
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phocle» is nowhere more conspicQous than In the 
Bumenides and the <£dipus Coloneus, as both 
these pieces have the same iiini. This aim is to 
ocmfer glory on Athens as the sacred abode of law 
and humanity, where the crimes of illustrious families 
of other countries might, by a higher mediation, be 
at last propitiated ; and hence an ever-during pros*- 
perity was jwedicted to the Athenian people. The 
patriotic and free-minded AEschylus has recourse to 
a judicial, and the pious Sophocles to a religious, 
proceeding. The CEdipus Coloneus may be styled 
his consecration kfter death; for as he was bent 
down by the consciousness of inevitable crimes, and 
lengthened misery, the gods, it would appear, were 
desirous of conferring on him this honour, to show 
that in the terrible example which they made of 
him, they had no intention of visiting him in par- 
ticular with punishment, but merely wished to 
give a severe lesson to the human race. Sophocles, 
whose whole life might be called one continued 
worship of the gods, was particularly fond of adorn^ 
ing the last moments of existence with the splen- 
dour of a religious festival ; and the emotion which 
he produces oq such occasions is very different 
from that which the thought of mortality is in 
general calculated to excite. That the tortured 
and exhausted CEdipus should at last find peace 
and repose in the grove of the Furies, in the very 
spot from which all other mortals fled with aver-* 
sion and horror, he whose misfortune consisted in 
having done that at which every human being must 
siildder, without the consciousness, or warning of 
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any inward feelu^ to guide him ; in ibis there i& a 
profound and mysterious sense. 

iEscbylus has given us in the person of Pallas a 
more majestic representation of the Attic cultivation^ 
presence of mind^ moderation^ mildness^ and mag- 
nanimity; but Sophocles^ who was so much in- 
clined to draw down every thing divine into the 
province of humanity^ has developed them in a 
more refined manner in his Theseus. He who is 
desirous of seeing the . Grecian heroism accurately 
contrasted with the Barbarian^ would do well to 
consider this character with attention. 

In iCschyluSj before the victim of persecution 
can be saved, and the land can participate in the 
blessings, the hellish horror of the Furies must 
congeal the blood of the spectator^ and make his 
hair stand on end, and the whole rancour of tliese 
goddesses of rage must be exhausted : the transi- 
tion to their peaceful retreat is therefore the more 
astonishing ; it seems as if the whole human race 
were redeemed from their power. In Sophocles how- 
ever they do not even once make their appearance, 
but are altogether kept in the back ground ; and 
they are not called by their proper name, but made 
known to us by descriptions in which they are a 
good deal spared* But even this obscurity and 
distance, so suitable to these daughters of night, 
is calculated to excite in us a still dread in which 
the bodily senses have no part. The clothing the 
grove of the Furies with all the charms of a southern 
spring completes the sweetness of the poem ; and 
were I to select an image of the poetry of Sophocles 
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from his tragedies, I should describe it as a sacred 
grove of the dark goddesses of fate, i a which the 
laurel, the olive, and the vine display their lux- 
uriant vegetation, and the song of the nightingale is 
fpr ever heard. 

Two of the pieces of Sophocles, agreeably to the 
Greek way of thinking, turn on the sacred rights of 
the dead, and the importance of interment; in Anti- 
gone the whole of the action hinges on this, and in 
Ajax it forms the satisfactory conclusion of the piece. 

The female portrait of Antigone is characterized 
by great austerity, and it is.sufhcient of itself to 
put an end to^ all the seductive representations of 
Greek allurement, which of late have been so uni - 
versally current. Her discontent when Ismene re-' 
fuses to participate in her daring resolution; the 
manner in which she afterwards impulses Ismcnc 
when she repents of her weakness, borders on bard- 
ness ; her silence and speeches against Creon, by 
which she provokes him to carry his tyrannical 
determination into execution, display all the stead- 
fastness of purpose of the most masculine mind. 
The poet has however discovered the secret of paint- 
ing the lovely affection of the female disposition in 
one single line, when in answer to the assertion of 
Creon, that Polynices was an enemy to his country, 
she answers; 

My love shall go with thine, but not my hate.* ' 

♦ This is the version of Franklin, but it does not convey the 
meaning of the original, and I am not aware that the English 
language is sufficiently flexibte to admit of an exact transition. 
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She puts a constraint on her feelings as long as pos^ 
sible^ that she may not^ by giving loose to them, 
render the firmnejss of her determination proble- 
matical. When however she is led out to an in- 
evitable death, she pours herself out in the most 
tender and affecting wailings over her hard and un-- 
timely fate, and does not hesitate, though a chaste 
virgin, to mourn her lost bridal, and the unen** 
joyed blessings of the marriage state. Yet she 
never in a single syllable betrays any inclination for 
Haemon, and not even mentions the name of that 
amiable youth.* It would have been betraying a 
weakness to have shown, after such a heroic resolu- 
tion, that she had any tie which still bound her to 
existence ; but to have relinquished those common 
enjoyments which the gods have scattered throughout 
this life, without a feeling of melancholy, would 
have been unsuitable to .the devout sanctity of her 
mind. On a first view the chorus in Antigorie 
may appear weak, as it accedes at once to the 
tyrannical commands of Creon, without opposition, 
and without even attempting to make the slightest 
vqiresentation in favour of the young heroine. But 
to exhibit the determination and the deed of Anti* 
gone in their full glory, it was necessary that she 

The German which, though far inferior to the Greek in har* 
mony, is litde behind in flexibility, has in this respect great ad- 
vantage over the English; and Schlegel’s ** nicht mitzuhassen^ 
mitzulieben bin ich represents exactly Ouroi 
Trans. 

* Barthelemy asserts the contrary ; but the lines to which he 
refbrs, in the more correct manuscripts, and even according to 
the connexion of the whole passage, belong to Ismene. 
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should have no support and no d^ndance. The 
very subjection of the chorus increases our impres* 
sion of the irresistible nature of the royal com- 
mands. For this reason it was necessary to mingle in 
its concluding discourse with Antigone the most 
painful recollections^ that she might drink the cup of 
earthly sufferings to the very dregs. The case is 
very different in Electra^ where the chorus takes 
such an interest in the fate of the two principal 
characters,, and encourages them to the commission 
of the deed, as the moral feelings are divided 
respecting it, whereas there is no such contention 
in Antigone, who could only have been deterred 
from her purpose by merely external fears. 

After the fulfilment of the deed, and the inflic- 
tion of the suffering for it, there still remains the 
correction of the arrogance of Creon, by which the 
death of Antigone is to be avenged ; and the de- 
struction of bis whole family, .with his own despair^ 
could alone be a sufficient atonement for the sa- 
crifice of so valuable a life. We have therefore the 
wife of the king^who is not even named before, 
brought at last on tfie stage, that she may hear the 
mi8fortune9 and put an end to her existence. With 
the Grecian fiseling, it would have been impossible 
to have considered the poem as concluded with the 
death of Antigone, without a penal retaliation. 

, It is the same in Ajax. His arrogance, which 
was punished with a degrading insanity, is atoned 
for by the deep shame which at length drives him 
to ^If-murdert The persecution of the unfortu- 
nate man must not hoyvever.be carried any fa^her^ 
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ftnd wheck 'it is in contemplation to disgrace his re- 
mains by the refusal of interment, even Ulysses 
interferes, whom he had looked upon as his mortal 
enemy, and to whom Pallas, in the dreadful in- 
troductory scene, shows the nothingness of the 
human race in the example of the delirious Aj^x : 
he appears as a sort of personification of modera- 
tion, which, if it had been possessed by Ajax, would 
have prevented his fall* 

Self-murder is frequent in the ancient mytho- 
logy, especially in the part of it converted into 
tragedy ; but it generally takes place, though not 
in a state of insanity, yet in a state of agitation, 
after a sudden calamity which leaves no room for 
consideration.. Such self-murders as those of Jo- 
casta, Hsemon, Eurydice, and Dejanira, appear 
merely in the light of a subordinate appendage in 
the tragical pictures of Sophocles ; but the suicide 
of Ajax is a cool determination, a free action, and 
of suflScient importance to become the principal 
object of the piece. It is not the last fatal crisis of 
a. slow mental malady, as is so often the case in the 
more effeminate modern times ; still less is it that 
more theoretical tedium of life, founded on a con- 
viction a£ its worthlessness, which induced so many 
of the later Romans, on Epicurean as well as Stoical 
principles, to put an end to their existence. Ajax 
is not by any unmanly despondency unfaithful to 
his rough heroism. His delirium is over, as well 
as his first inconsoleable state, when be awakes to a 
knowledge of himself ; and it is not till the most 
complete return to consciousness, after he has had 
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time to measure the depth of the abyss into which 
he has been plunged by the divine destiny, that he 
icontemplates his situation as ruined beyond re- 
medy : his honour wounded by the loss of the arms 
of Achilles ; the unfortunate termination of his vin- 
dictive rage, which in his infatuation had been 
wasted on defenceless docks ; he himself, after a long 
and reproachless heroic career, a source of amuse- 
ment to his enemies, an object of derision and 
abomination to the Greeks, and the shame of his 
honoured father if he should so return to him : he 
decides according to his maxim, ** to live gloriously, 
or to die gloriously,” and the latter course only re- 
mains open to him. Even the dissimulation, the 
first perhaps which he ever practised in his life, by 
which he quiets his companions, that he may not 
be disturbed in the execution of his design, must be 
considered in the light of greatness of soul. He 
aj^ints Teuccr guardian to bis infant boy, the 
future consolation of his forlorn parents ; and, like 
Cato, he does not die till be has arranged the con- 
cerns of all bis family. As Antigone in her female 
tenderness, so even be in his wild manner seems in 
bis last speech to feel the majesty of the light of the 
sun, firom which he takes his final leave. His 
rough mind rejects all pity, and therefore excites it 
the more powerfully. What an image of awaking 
out of the tumult of passion, when the tent opens, 
and he sits lamenting amidst the slaughtered herds. 

As Ajax, in tlie feeling of inextinguishable shame, 
is induced to form the violent resolution of throw- 
ing away life, Philoctetes on the other hand bears 
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iU Treariiome during long years of misery, 
Mritlf, the most persevering patience. If Ajax is 
honoiii^ by bis despair, Philoctetes is equally 
ennobled by his constancy. As the instinct of self 
preservation came into collision with no moral im- 
pulse, it was proper to exhibit it in its entire 
strength. Nature has armed with this instinct 
whatever is possessed of the breath of life, and the 
vigour with which eveiy hostile attack on exis- 
tence is repelled is the strongest proof of its ex- 
cellence. In the presence, it is trne, of that human 
society by which he had been abandoned, and in the 
dependance on their superiority, Philoctetes would 
no more have been desirous of life than Ajax. But 
lib ' finds himself alone in thb midst of nature, he 
dteads nothing from the fHghtfuI aspect which she 
exhibits to him, and still even clings to the maternal 
bosoih of the all-nourishing earth. Bxiled on a 
desert island, tormented by an incurable wound, 
solitaiy and helpless as he is, he still by his arrows 
procures his food from the fowls of the forest, the 
rock bears alleviating plants, his cave }deids him a 
shelter and coolness in summer, in winter he is 
warmed by the mid-day sun, or kindled branches ; 
even the raging attacks of his pain at length ex- 
hanst themselves, and leave him in a reheshing 
sleep. 4Jias 1 it is foe artificial refineanrats, foe 
oppressive burden of a relaxing Mid deadening su- 
perSuity which render man indi^rent to the vahie 
of life : when it is stripped of all foreign appendages, 
fo'oqgh borne down with sufferings so that foe indeed 
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existence alone remains^ still will its sweets flo\^ 
from the heart at each pulsation throughout 
every vein of the body. This poor unfortunate 
man ! ten long years has he strutted ; and yet he 
still lives, and cleaves to life and hope. What a 
force of truth there is in all this! What moves us 
the most however in Philoctetes is, that he, who by 
an abuse of power was cast out from society, so 
soon as it again approaches him, is exposed to a 
second and atill more dangerous evil, that of false- 
hood. The apprehension lest he might be deprived 
rfhis bow, his last means of subsistence, would be 
too painful for the spectator, if he did not from the 
beginning entertain some suspicion that the open 
and sincere Neoptoleriius will not be able to carry 
through to the end the character which he as- 
sumed so much against his will. It is not 
without reason after this deception, that Philoctetes 
turns away from men to those inanimate com- 
panions, to which the innate want of society had 
attached him. He calls On the island and its vol- 
canoes to witness the fresh injustice which he 
has suffered ; he believes that his beloved bow 
feels a plain in being torn from him ; and at length 
he takes a melancholy" leave of his hospitable cavern, 
the fountains and the wave-washed cliffe from which 
he often looked in vaih to the ocean : so in- 
clined to love is the unConrupted mind of man. 

• Respecting the bodily sufferings of Philoctetes 
and the manner of representing them, Lessing 
has in his Laocoon declared himself against Win* 
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kelinann, and Herder again has in the Silvce 
CritictB^ contradicted Lessing. Both the two last 
writers have made many excellent observations on 
the piece, although we must allow with Herder, 
that Winkelmann was correct in affirming that the 
Philoctetes of Sophocles suffers like Laocoon in the 
celebrated group, namely, with the struggling . of a 
bercac soul never altogether overcome by Ihe pain. 

The Trachinice appears to me so very inferior in 
worth to the other pieces of Spphocles which have 
come down to us, that I could wish to have some 
foundation for supposing that this tragedy was 
composed in the same age, in his school, and per- 
haps by his son Jophon, and that it was by mis- 
take attributed to Sophocles. There is much both 
in the structure and disposition, and in the style of the 
piece, calculated to excite suspicion; and many critics 
have remarked that the introductory soliloquy of De- 
janira, without any motive, is very unlike the cha- 
racter of the prolcgues of Sophocles. Although 
however the rules of art of the poet are observed on 
the whole, yet this is done in a superficial manner, 
and we no where perceive the deep mind of So- 
phocles. But as no one writer of antiquity appears to 
have doubted its authenticity, and as Cicero even 
cites the complaint of Hercules as from an indis- 
putable work of Sophocles, we are compelled to con- 
tent ourselves with the remark, that the tragedian 
has for once remained below bis usual elevation. ^ 

* In den Kritk(dien WiMemy literally, in the Critical Forests. 
The Latin expression Silva Critica is &miliar to ui.-»Trans. 
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This brings us to the consideration of a question 
which will still occupy the critic a great deal more 
in the examination of the works of Euripides : how 
far the invention and execution of a drama must 
belong to one man^ that he may pass for its author. 
Dramatic literature affords numerous examples of 
plays composed by several persons in common. It 
is well known that Euripides^ in the execution of 
his pieces, availed himself of the assistance of Ke- 
phisophon, a learned servant ; and he perhaps also 
consulted with him respecting his plots. It ap** 
pears certain however that in Athens there had 
then been formed«dramatic schools of art, of such a 
character as usually arise when poetical talents are 
called into exercise by public competition, and with 
great fulness and preparation : schools of art which 
contain scholars of such excellence and of such 
kindred genius, that the master may confide a part 
of the execution, and even the plan, to them, and 
yet allow the whole to pass under his name with- 
out any injury to his fame. Such were the schools 
of painting of the sixteenth century, and every one 
knows what a remarkable degree of critical acumen 
is necessary to discover in many of Raphael’s pic- 
tures how much of them properly belongs to him- 
self. Sophocles had educated his son Jopbon to 
tbe^mgic art, and he could easily therefore receive 
assistance from him in the execution of his pieces, 
especially as it was necessary that the tragedies 
that were to compete for the prize should be ready 
and got by heart by a certain day ; he might also 
on the other hand execute occasional passages for 
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^ .work^ originally planned by the son ; and the 
pieces of this .description, in which the hand of the 
master was perceivable, would be naturally attri* 
buted to the more celebrated name. 
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Euripides. — His merits and defects. — ^Decline of tragic poetry 
through him. — Comparison between the Choephorm of ^s- 
chylus, the EIcctra of Sophocles, and that of Euripides.—* 
Character of the remaining works of the latter. — The sa- 
tirical drama. — Alexandrian tragic poets. 

When we consider Euripides by himself, with- 
out any comparison with his predecessors, when we 
take a separate view of some of his better pieces, 
and detached scenes throughout the others, we can- 
not refuse to him an extraordinary degree of praise. 
But on the other hand when we place him in con* 
nexion with the liistory of art, when wc consider 
his pieces as a whole, and reflect on the object 
which he appears in general to have had in view 
in all the works which have come down to us, we 
are compelled to bestow severe censure on him on 
various accounts. Of few writers may both good 
and evil be said with so much truth. He was a 
man of infinite ingenuity, and practised in the 
greatest variety of mental arts; but neither the 
sublime seriousness of mind, nor the severe wisdom, 
which we revere in iBschylus and Sophocles, regu* 
lated in him a luxuriant fulness of the most 
spiflndid and amiable qualities. His constant aim 
is please by whatever means: and hence he 
is so very unequal to himself: frequently he has 
'^Nbssages of the most overpowering beauty, and 
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at other times he sinks into the most downright 
common place. With all his errors he possesses 
an admirable ease and lightness, and a certain in- 
sinuating power which it is difficult to withstand. 

These . preliminary observations I have judged 
necessary, as it might otherwise be objected to me 
that I am at variance with myself, having a short 
time ago, in a small French treatise, endeavoured to 
show the superiority of a piece of Euripides, com- 
pared with an imitation of Racine. There I fixed • 
my attention on a detached drama, and that one of 
the best of the works of this poet ; but here I con- 
sider every thing from the most general points of 
view, and with a reference to the highest demands 
of art, and must therefore justify my enthusiasm 
for ancient tragedy by a keen examination into the 
traces of its degeneracy and decline, that my pre- 
dilection may not appear blind and extravagant. 

We may compare a perfection in art and poetry 
to the summit of a steep mountain, where a load 
forced up with labour cannot long remain, but im- 
mediately rolls down the other side. It descends 
according to the laws of gravity with quickness and 
ease, and is seen with satisfaction ; for the mass 
follows its natural inclination, while the laborious 
ascent is in some degree a painful spectacle. — 
Hence it happens, for example, that the paintings erf 
periods during which art was on the decline are 
much more pleasing to the unlearned eye, than 
those which preceded the period of its perfection 
The genuine connoisseur, on the other hand, will 
rank the pictures of a Zuccheri and others, who 
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gave the tone when the great schools of the six* 
teenth century degenerated into empty and super- 
ficial mannerism, far below the works of a Man- 
tegna, Perugino, and their contemporaries^ in real 
and essential worth. Or let us suppose the highest 
perfection of art a focus : at an equal distance on 
the nearest and farthest side, the collected rays 
occupy the same space, but on this side they labour 
together in producing one common effect ; whereas 
on the other they fly asunder, till at last they 
are altogether lost. 

We have besides a particular reason for censuring 
without reserve the errors of this poet : namely, that 
our age is infected with the same vices with those 
which procured for Euripides so much favour, if 
not real respect, from bis contemporaries. In our 
times we have seen a number of plays which, 
though in substance and form far below those of 
Euripides, bear yet in so far a resemblance to them, 
that they seduce and corrupt the feelings by means of 
effeminate, and sometimes even tender, emotion^, 
while their general tendency is to produce a true 
moral licentiousness. 

What I shall say on this subject will not, for 
the most part, possess even novelty. Although the 
moderns have not unfrequ^tly preferred Euripides 
to two predecessors, and have unquestionaidy 
read, admired, and imitated him much more : 
whether attracted by the greats affinity of views 
and sentiments, or led astray by an opinion of 
Aristptle which they have not understo^ ; it so 
Ibi|>pen8 however that many of the ancients, some 

3 
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of them even the contemporaries of Euripides, were 
of the same opinion with myself. In Anacharsid 
we find this mixture of praise and censure at least 
alluded to, though the author softens every thing 
for the sake of his object of showing the Grecian 
productions of every description in the most ad- 
vantageous light. 

We possess some cutting sayings of Sophocles 
respecting Euripides, though he was so far from 
being actuated by any thing like the jealousy of 
authorship, that be mourned his death, and, in a 
piece which was shortly after exhibited, refused to 
his actors the ornament of the floral crown. I con- 
sider myself warranted in viewing the accusation of 
Plato against the tragic poets, that they gave men 
too much up to the dominion of the passions, and 
rendered them effeminate by putting extravagant 
lamentations in the mouths of their heroes, as di- 
rected against Euripides alone ; for with respect to 
his predecessors the injustice of them would have 
been universally evident. The derisory attacks of 
Aristophanes are well known, though not suf- 
ficiently understood and appreciated. Aristotle 
bestows on him many a severe censure, and when 
he calls Euripides the most tragic of poets, he by 
no means ascribes to him the greatest perfection in 
the tragic art in general, but merely alludes to the 
effect which is produced by unfortunate catastro- 
phes ; for he immediately adds : " although he 
does not regulate other things well.” The Scholiast 
of Euripides, too, contains many a short and forcible 
criticism on particular pieces, among which are 
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perhaps preserved several of the opinions of the 
Alexandrian critics, those critics of whom Aristar- 
chus, one of the number, from his judgment and 
acuteness, has had his name handed down to pos- 
terity, as a by-word for a literary judge. 

In Euripides we no longer find the essence of 
the ancient tragedy in its pure and un mixed state } 
its characteristical features are already in part ex- 
tinguished. We have already placed this essence 
in the prevailing idea of destiny, in the ideality of the 
composition, and in the signification of the chorus. 

Euripides inherited, it is true, the idea of destiny 
from his predecessors, and his belief of it was 
sharpened by the tragic practice; but yet in 
him fate is seldom the invisible spirit of the whole 
composition, the radical thought of the tragic world. 
We have seen that this idea may be exhibited 
under severer or milder aspects ; that the obscure 
terror of destiny may, in the connexion of a whole 
trilogy, be cleared up to the signification of a 
wise and beneficent providence. Euripides how- 
ever . has drawn it down from the region of 
the infinite ; and inevitable necessity not unfre^ 
quently degenerates in him into the caprice of acci- 
dent.^ He can no longer therefore give it its 
proper and peculiar direction, namely, by contrast 
and opposition, to elevate the moral liberty of man. 
How few of his pieces turn on the constant strug- 
gle with the decrees of fate, or even on a heroic 
subjection to them ! His characters generally sufier 
because they must, and not because they will. 

^ The mutual subordination of character and pas- 
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sion to ideal elevation, which we find observed in 
the same order in Sophocles, and in the plastic 
artists of the Greeks, Euripides has completely 
reversed. Passion is the principal object with him ; 
his next care is for character, and when these en- 
deavours leave him still any remaining room, he 
occasionally seeks to connect grandeur and dignity 
with the more frequent display of amiable attractions. 

It has been already admitted that the persons in 
tragedy ought not to be all equally exempt from 
error, as there would then be no opposition among 
them, and consequently no room for a plot. But 
Euripides has, as Aristotle observes, frequently 
painted his characters in black colours without any 
necessity, as for example, his Menelaus in Orestes. 
He was warranted by the traditions sanctioned by 
popular belief, in attributing great crimes to many 
of the old heroes, but he invented besides many 
base and paltry traits for them of bis own free in- 
clination. It was by no means the object of Euri- 
pides to represent the race of heroes as towering 
above the men of his own age by their gigantic 
stature ; hera ther endeavours to fill up, or to build 
over, the chasm between his contemporaries and 
that wonderful world of old, and to surprise the 
gods and heroes in their undress, a mode of 
observation, it is usually said, of which no great- 
ness can stand the test. He introduces his spec- 
tators to a sort of familiar acquaintance with them ; 
he does not draw the supernatural and fabulous 
into the circle of humanity (which we praised 
in Sophocles), but within the limits of imperfect 
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individaality. This is the meaning of Sophocles# 
when he said that he himself painted men as they 
oiij^t to be, and Euripides as they actually were* 
Not that his own persons are always represented as 
models of irreproachable behaviour; his opinion 
referred merely to ideal elevation and sweetness in 
character and manners. It seems as if Euripides 
were always well pleased to be enabled to say to 
bis spectators. See ! those beings were men, had ex- 
actly the same weaknesses, and acted from the 
same motives as yourselves, and even the lowest 
among you. He paints therefore with particular 
love and complacency tlie defects and moral failings 
of his characters, and he even allows them to make 
a disclosure of them in naive self confessions.— 
They are frequently not merely undignified, but 
they even boast of their imperfections. 

The chorus is for the most part in him an un-* 
essential ornament : its songs are frequently wholly 
episodical, without any reference to the action, and 
more distinguished for brilliancy than tor sublimity 
and true inspiration. We must consider the eho^ 
rus,” says Aristotle, as one of the actors, and as a 
part of the whole ; it must enter into the action : 
not as in Euripides,, but as Sophocles has done.” 
The ancient comic writers epji^ed the privilege of 
allcMving the chorus occasiori^ly to address the 
spectators in its own name ; this was called m para* 
basis, and, as I shall afterwards show, was suitable 
to the spirit of comedy. Although the practice is by 
no means tragical, it was however, according to the 
testimony of Julius Pollux, frequently adopfed by 
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Earipides in his dramas, who so far torgot himself 
on some of those occasions, that, in the Danaidae for 
instance, the chorus, which consisted of females, 
made use of grammatical inflections which belonged 
only to the male sex. 

This poet has thus at the same time destroyed 
the internal essence of tragedy, and sinned against 
the laws of beauty and proportion in its external 
structure. He generally sacrifices the whole to the 
cflect of particular parts, and in these he is 
also more ambitious of foreign attractions than of 
genuine poetical beauty. 

In the accompanying music, he adopted all the 
innovations invented by Timotheus, and selected 
those melodies which were most in unison with the 
effeminacy of his poetry. He proceeded in the 
same manner with his syllabic measures ; his ver- 
sification is luxuriant and breaks through every 
rule. The same diluted and effeminate character 
would, on a more profound investigation, be un- 
question^ly found to belong also to the rhythmi 
of his choral songs. 

On all occasions .he exhibits to satiety those 
charms that are merely of a corporeal nature, which 
Wiiikelmann calls a flattery of the coarse external 
senses ; whatever is calculated to excite, to strike, 
and to produce a strong effect without true worth 
for the mind and the feelings. He labours for 
effect in a degree which cannot be allowed to the 
tragic poet. For example, he hardly ever omits 
an opportunity of throwing his characters into 
a sudden and uselt^ss terror ; his aged persons 

VOL, I. 
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are always complainiag of the wants and helpless^ 
vms of age^ and ciawl with trembling joints up die 
ascent from the orchestra to the stagCi which fre* 
quently represented the declinty of a mountain, 
sighing over the misery of their situation. He is 
always endeavouring to move, and for the sake of 
emotion he not only violates probability but even 
the connexion of his pieces. He is strong in his 
pictures of misfortune ; but he often claims our com- 
passion not for the inward agony of the soul, nor 
for pain which the suffering individual endeavours 
to overcome, and to bear with manly fortitude, but 
for tlie unreserved expression of bodily misery. 
He is fond of reducing his heroes to the condition 
of beggars, of allowing them to suffer hunger and 
want, of exhibiting them with all the external signs 
of mendicity, and displaying their tattered rags, 
as Aristophanes has so humorously remarked in his 
Acharnce, 

Euripides was a frequenter of the schools of the 
philosophers, (he was a scholar of Anaxagoras, and 
not of Socrates, as many have erroneously stated, 
having only been connected with the latter by 
social intercourse) ; and he displays a particular 
vanity in introducing philosophical doctrines on 
all occasions, in my opinio^ in a very imperfect 
manner, as we should not be able to understand 
these doctrines from him if we were not before ac- 
quainted with them. He conceives it too vulgar a 
thing to believe in the gods in the simple manner of 
the people, and be /therefore seizes every oppor- 
tunity of intersper»ng something pf their allegorical 
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signification^ and of giving his spectators to under* 
stand tibat the nature of his own belief was very 
problematical. We may distinguish in him a two- 
fold character : the poet whose productions were con- 
secrated to a religious solemnity which existed 
under the protection of religion^ and which was 
therefore under a reciprocal obligation of returning 
that protection w'ith honour and reverence ; and the 
sophist with his philosophical dicta, who endea* 
voured to introduce his sceptical opinions and 
doubts into the fabulous prodigies connected with 
the religion from which he derived the subjects of 
his pieces. But while he shakes the ground-works 
of religion, he acts at the same lime the moralist; 
and for the sake of popularity he applied to the 
heroic life, and the heroic ages, what could only be 
suitable to the social relations of his contemporaries. 
He throws out a multitude of moral maxims, many of 
which he often repeats, and for the most part they 
are either trite, or fundamentally false. With all 
this moral ostentation, the aim of his pieces, the 
general impression which they are calculated to 
produce is sometimes extremely immoral. Ah 
anecdote is told of him, that he introduced Bellero* 
phon with a silly eulogium on wealth, in which he 
preferred it to all domestic happiness, and ended 
with observing, if Aphrodite (who bore the appella- 
tion of the golden) shone like gold, she was deserv- 
ing of the love of mortals ; and that the spectators 
took umbrage at this, raised a loud outcry, and 
wished to stone both actor and poet, Euripides 
then sprang forward, and called out : Wait only 
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till the end, be will be requited accordingly T In 
like manner he ddended himself against the objec- 
tion that his Ixion expressed himself in too disgust- 
ing and abominable language, by observing that the 
piece concluded with his being, broken on the 
wheel. But the assistance of poetical justice in 
punishing the baseness of bis characters is not al- 
ways called in. In some of his pieces the wicked 
escape altogether untouched. Lies and other infa- 
mous practices are openly protected, especially 
when he can assign for them a supposed noble 
motive. He has also very much at his command 
the seductive sophistry of the passions, by which 
an appearance can be lent to every thing* The 
fallowing verse in justification of perjury, and in 
which the reservatio mentalis of the casuists seems 
to be substantially expressed, is well known : 

The tongue swore, but the sense swore not. 

In the connexion in which this verse is uttered, and 
on account of which he was so often ridiculed by 
Aristophanes, there is indeed a justification ; but 
‘the formula is nevertheless bad, on account of the 
possible abuse of its application. Another verse of 
Euripides : For the sake of power it is worth while 
to commit injustice, but in other respects we must 
be just;” was frequently in the mouth of Csesar, with 
the like intention of making a bad application of it. 

Euripidcis was frequently condemned by the an- 
cients for his seductive invitations to the enjoy- 
ment of sensual love. Every man must be dis- 
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gusted when Hecuba^ for the sake of inducing 
Agamemnon to punish Polymestor^ reminds him 
of the pleasures which he has enjoyed in the 
arms of Cassandra his captive and mistress^ ac- 
cording to the laws of the heroic ages: she 
wishes to purchase the avenging her murdered son 
with the sanction and humiliating confession of the 
degradation of her living daughter. He was the 
first poet who ever thought of making the^ un- 
bridled passion of a Medea, and the unnatural love 
of a Phffidra, the principal subject of his dramas, as 
from the manners of the ancients we may easily 
conceive why. love, which with them was less 
honoured by tender feelings, should ap])ear to hold 
only a subordinate rank in their older tragedies. 
With all this importance which he has communicated 
to his female parts, he is notoriously famed for his 
hatred of women ; and it is impossible to deny that 
he abounds in passages displaying the weaknesses 
of the female sex, and the superiority of- men, to 
whom he evidently endeavoured by that means to 
pay court, as though the latter were not the whole of 
his audience, they yet constituted by far the greater 
part of it. A cutting saying and an epigram of 
Sophocles, on this subject, have been preserved, in 
which he accounts "for the misogyny of Euripides 
from bis having had ample occasion to become ac- 
quainted with their powers of seduction by his own 
illicit inclinations. In the manner in which wo- 
men are painted by Euripides, we may observe 
upon the whole a great deal of sensibility^ eveu 
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for ^ mcMPe noble cbarras of female modestj, but 
no true respect 

T^e substantial freedom with respect to the 
nMmner of treating the fables, whidi was one of the 
pren^tives dT the tragic art, is frequently carried 
by Euripides , to the most licentious extreine> We 
know that the fobles of Hyginus, which dider 
so enentially from those which are generally re> 
ceired, were partly extracted from his pieces. As 
he frequently rejected all the circumstances which 
were generally known, and to which the people 
were accustmned, he was reduced to the necessity 
of explaining in a prologue the situation of things 
in his drama, and the course which tliey take. 
Lessing, in his Dramaturgict has pronounced a sin- 
gular enough opinion ; he thinks that it is a proof of 
an advance in the dramatic art, that Euripides 
gave himself wholly up to the effect of situations, 
without calculating on the excitement of curiosity. 
But 1 cannot see Ufhy the uncertainty of expecta- 
tion, amidst the impressions which a dramatic poem 
produces, should not be allowed a legitimate place 
in such a work. The objection that a {)iece will 
only please in this manner for the first time, 
because on an acquaintance with it we know the 
result before hand, may be easily answered : if the 
representation is at all powerful, it will always 
arrest the attention of the spectator in such a man- 
ner, that he will forget what he already knew, and 
be again ejcnted to the same height of expeetation. 
Moreover, tibese.prologiies give the commencement 
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of the pieces of Euripides a very uniform and mo* 
notonous appearance; nothing can have a more 
awkward efiect than for a person to come forward 
and say^ I am so and so ; this and that has 
happened^ and the following will still take place. 
It resembles the labels in the mouths of the 
figures in old pictures, which could only be ex- 
cusable in the great simplicity of style in ancient 
times. But then all the rest ought to correspond, 
which is by no means the case with Euripides, 
where the characters always discourse in the latest 
tone of the then existing manners. Both in his 
prologues and catastrophes he is exceedingly liberal 
of insignificant appearances of the gods, who are 
only elevated. above men by the machine in which 
they are suspended, and whom ^we should never 
otherwise suspect for divinities. 

The manner of the ancient tragedians, who com* 
bined every thing in large masses, and exhibited 
repose and motion distinctly contrasted with each 
other, was carried by him to an unwarrantable ex* 
treme. At one time, for the sake of giving spirit to 
his dialogue, he carries the practice observed by 
his predecessors, of giving a succession of speeches 
in single verses, to such an immoderate length, that 
questions and answers, or objections and reflections, 
fly . about like arrows, and many of them so un- 
necessary that the half of these lines might well be 
spaml. At another time be pours himself out in 
endless speeches, where he endeavours to give a 
briUiant display of bis oratorical powers in higemous 
arguments, or in the excitation of compassion. Many 
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of his scenes have altogether the appearance of a 
lawsuit, where two persons opposed to each other, 
with a third for a judge, do not even confine thena^ 
selves to what their situation requires, but expa- 
tiate in a wide field, accusing their adversary, and 
defending themselves with all the turns and invo- 
lutions which are usual with advocates and syco- 
phants. In this manner the poet endeavours to 
make his poetry entertaining to the Athenians, from 
its resemblance to their favourite daily occupation 
of conducting, deciding, or at least listening to, law- 
suits. Hen$;e Quinctilian expressly recommends 
him to the young orator, and with great justice, as 
capable of furnishing him with more instruction 
than the older tragedians. But such a recommen- 
dation is by no means highly honourable to him ; 
for eloquence may no doubt have a place in the 
drama when it is suited to the character and the 
oligect of the person who speaks; but if rhetoric 
supplies the place of the immediate expression of 
emotion, it ceases to be poetical. 

The style of Euripides is upon the whole too loose, 
although he has many happy images and ingenious 
turns: it has neither the dignity nor the energy of the 
style of j^Sschylus^ nor the chaste sweetness of thet of 
Sophocles. In his expressions be frequently affects 

the singular and uncommon, though at other times he 

becomes too hmiliar, and the tone of the discourse 
assjamesaconfidential appearance, and descends from 
dewatioa of the cothurnus to the level ground. 
^ lltr thi^ leapect, at as in the picture of seve- 

bordering on the lu- 
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dicrouis (for instance, tfie unsuitable behaviour of 
Penthms in a female dress, the gluttony of Her- 
cules, and his immoderate claims on the hos- 
pitality of Admetus), Euripides was a precursor 
of the new comedy, to which he had an evident 
inclination, as he frequently paints the men and 
manners of his own times under the names of the 
heroic ages. Hence Menander eil^pressed a most 
marked admiration for him, and proclaimed him- 
self his scholar; and we have a fragment of Phi- 
lemon which displays such an extravagant admi- 
ration, that it hardly appears to have been seriously 
meant. “ If the dead,” he either himself says, 
or allows one of his characters to say, ‘‘ were still 
to have feeling, as some people suppose, I should 
hang myself for the sake of seeing Euripides.”— 
The opinion of Aristophanes, bis contemporary, 
forms a striking contrast with this adoration of the 
later comic authors. Aristophaties persecutes him 
unceasingly with the utmost bitterness, he seems 
as if he were appointed to be his constant scourge, 
that none of bis moral or poetical extravagances 
might remain unpunished. Although Aristopha- 
nes, as a comic poet, is, generally spiking, in the 
reiatiorr of parody to the tragedians, yet he never 
; attacks Sophocles, and even wheA^ he takes the 
part of /EfichyJus, at which We can hardly help 
smiling, his reverence for him is still visible, and 
M be takes every opporthnity of contrasting bis gi- 
b jgaotic powers with the petty refinement.of Euripides. 
'He has exposed the sophistical subtility, the rhe- 
torical and philosophical pretensions, the immo- 
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imd seductive, e&miniEusy, aiid the excitations 
to , undisguised sensuality, of £uripides, with all 
the powers of understanding, and with an inex* 
haustible flow of wit. As the modern critics have 
generally however considered Aristophaaes in no 
other light than an extravagant and libellous farce 
writer, and have not been able to understand the 
truths which he veiled under bis amusing disguises, 
they have paid but little attention to his opinion. 

Notwithstanding these observations, we must 
never forget that Euripides was still a Grecian, and 
the contemporary of many of the greatest names of 
Greece in politics, philosophy, history, and the 
plastic arts. If, on comparing him with his pre- 
decessors, we must rank him far beneath them, he 
appears still great when placed by the side of 
many of the moderns. He has a particular strength 
in portraying the errors of a diseased soul, pur- 
suing even to madness the passions of which it is 
the slave. He is admirable where the object calls 
chiefly for emotion, and requires the display of no 
higher qualities; and he is still more so where 
pathos and moral beauty are united. Few of his 
piec^ are without particular passages of the most 
overpowering beauty. It is by no means my in- 
tention to deny him the possession of the most 
asUmishing talents ; I have only stated that these 
talents were not united with a mind in which the 
austerjty of moral principles, and the sanctity of 
religious fselings^ were held in the highest honour. 

relation in which Ejuripides stood to his 
great pr^ecessors, may be placed in the 
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clearest light by a compirisou of the three piecea 
which we fortunately possess on the saine subject, 
namely, the avenging murder of Clytemnestra by 
her son Orestes. 

The scene of the ChotphoT<B of Mschylus is be- 
fore the royal palace; the grave of Agamemnon 
appears on the stage. Orestes is seen with hia 
faithful Pylades, and opens the play (which is un* 
fortunately somewhat mutilated at the commence- 
ment), at the sepulchre, with a prayer to Mercury, 
and with an invocation to his father, in which he 
promises to avenge him, and to whom he con- 
secrates a lock. He sees a female train in mourn- 
ing weeds issue from the palace, who bring a 
libation to the grave; and, as he thinks he re^ 
cognises his sister among them, he retires with 
Pylades that lie may first overhear them. Thfe 
chorus, which consists of captive Trojan virgins, 
reveals with mournful gestures the occasion of its 
mission, namely, a dreadful dream of Clytemnestra ; 
it adds obscure forebodings of the impending re- 
venge for the bloody crime, and bewails its lot in 
being obliged to serve unworthy superiors. Elec- 
tra asks the chorus if they mean to fulfil the com- 
mission of her hostile mother, or if they are to 
pour out their oiiering in silence ; and in com- 
pliance with their advice, she also ofiers up a 
prayer to the subterranean Mercury and the soul 
of her father, in her own name and that of the 
absent Orestes, that he may appear and avenge 
bim. In pouring out the offering she joins in 
the lamentations of the chorus for thn departed. 
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She then conjectures, friSbi finding a lock of hair 
resenibling her own in colour, and seeing footsteps 
near the grave, that her brother has been there; 
and when she is almost frantic with joy at the 
thought, her brother steps forward and discovers 
himself. He soon overcomes her doubts by ex- 
hibiting to her a tissue woven by herself: they 
give themselves up to their joy ; he addresses a 
prayer to Jupiter, and makes known that Apollo 
has called on him, under the most dreadful threats 
of persecution from the furies of his father, to 
destroy those who were guilty of his death in 
the same manner in which he was destroyed, 
namely, by guile and cunning. We have now 
hymns on the part of the chorus and Electra ; 
which consist of prayers to her father’s shade and 
the subterranean divinities, and a recapitulation of 
the motives for the deed, especially those derived 
from the death of Agamemnon. Orestes inquires 
into the vision which induced Clytemnestra to 
oifer the libation, and hears that she dreamt that 
she gave her breast to a dragon in her son’s cradle, 
and suckled it with her blood. He now resolves to 
become the dragon, and announces more distinctly 
his intention of stealing into the house as a dis- 
guised stranger, and attacking both her and iEgis- 
thus by surprize. With this view he withdraws 
along with Pyladcs. The subject of the next 
choral hymn is the boundless audacity of men in 
general, and especially of women in their illicit 
passions, confirmed by the most terrible mythical 
examples, and the avenging justice which always 
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at last overtakes them^ Orestes returns as a 
stranger with Pylades^ and desires admission into 
the palace. Clytemnestra comes out, and when 
she learns from him the death of Orestes, at which 
Electra assumes a feigned grief, she invites him to 
enter and partake of their hospitality. After a 
short prayer of the chorus, the nurse comes and 
mourns her foster child; the chorus inspires her 
with some hopes of his being still in life, and ad- 
vises her to contrive to bring iEgisthus to Cly- 
temnestra without his body guard. On the ap- 
proaching aspect of danger, the chorus proft'ers 
prayers to Jupiter and “ Mercury for the success 
of the deed. iEgisthus enters in conversation with 
the messenger, can hardly allow himself to be 
persuaded of the truth of the joyful news of the 
death of Orestes, and hastens into the house for 
the purpose of ascertaining it, from whence, after 
a short prayer of the chorus, we hear the cries 
of the murdered. A servant rushes out, and gives 
the alarm at the door of the female dwelling, to warn 
Clytemnestra. She hears it, comes forward, and 
demands an axe to defend herself ; but as Orestes 
rushes instantaneously on her with the bloody 
sword^ her courage fails her, and she holds up 
to him the maternal breast in the most moving 
manner. Hesitating in his purpose, he asks the 
counsel of Pylades, who in a few lines exhorts 
him by the most cogent reasons to persist; after 
an alternation of accusation and defence, he , pur- 
sues her into the house, that be may sacrifice her 
beside the body of ^gisthus. The chorujs re- 
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joio^t iti a grave hymn it the completion of the 
retaliation, llbe great door of the palace opens^ 
atid exhibits in Ibe inside the two dead bodies 
on one bed. Orestes orders the servants to unfold 
the capacious vestment in which his father was 
entangled when he was slain, that it may be seen 
by aH the beholders ; the chorus recognise the 
bloody spots in it, and mourn afresh the murder of 
Agamemnon. Orestes, while he feels that his 
mind is becoming confused, lays hold of an op- 
portunity of justifying himself ; he declares his 
intention of repairing to Delphi to purify him- 
self from the bloody deed, and flies with terror 
from the furies of his mother, whom the chorus 
does not perceive, but conceives to' be a mere 
phantom of his imagination, but who nevertheless 
will no longer allow him any repose. The chorus 
concludes with a reflection on the threefold scene 
of murder in the royal palace, since the repast 
of Thy^stes. 

The scene of the Electra of Sophocles is also 
laid befi:>fe the palace, but does not contain the 
grave of Agamemnon. At break of day Pylades, 
Orestes, and the guardian by whom he was pre- 
served when his father was slaiin, enter the stage 
as arriving from another country. The tutor who 
acts as his guide commences with a description 
of his native city, and he is answered by Orestes 
who mentions the commission of Apollo, ana 
the manner in which he intends to carry it 
into execution, after which the young man 
puts up a prayer to fais domestic gods and 

3 
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his father’s house. Electra is heard complain- 
ing within ; Orestes is desirous of greeting 
her without delay, but the old man leads him 
away to perform a sacrifice at the grave of his 
father. Electra then appears, and pours out her 
sorrow in a pathetic address to heaven, and her 
unconquerable desire of revenge in a prayer to 
the infernal deities. The chorus, which consists 
of native virgins, endeavours to console her ; aed, 
in an interchange of hymns and conversation^ 
Electra discloses her deep sorrow, the ignominy 
and oppression under which she sufiers, and her 
hopelessness from the delay of Orestes, whom 
she has frequently admonished ; and she tuma a 
deaf ear to all the grounds of consolation adduced 
by the chorus. Chrysothemis, the younger daugli* 
ter of Clytemnestra, whose yieldingness of dis- 
position naturally renders her the favourite of 
her mother, approaches with a xnortuaiy oflfertDg 
which she is carrying to the grave of her father. 
An altercation arises between the two sisters re- 
specting their difference of sentiment, and Chryso- 
themis mentions to Electra that iEgisdius, whom 
she sets at defiance, and wbp is at that time 
absent in the country, has determined to adopt 
the most severe measures towards her. She then 
learns diat Clytemnestra dreamt of the return dF 
Agamemnon to life, of his having planted Ms 
sceptre in the ground on which the house stood, 
whieh .grew up to a tree that overshadowed the 
whole land; and, alarmed at this, Aat she hal 
commissioned Chrysothemis to carry an oblation 
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to bis grave* Electra ccwisels her not to execute 
the commands of her audacious mother^ but to 
put up a prayer for herself and her sister, and 
for the return of Orestes to revenge her father, 
when she reaches the grave ; she adds to the 
oblation her own girdle and a lock of her hair. 
Chrysothemis goes off, promising obedience to her 
wishes. . The chorus predicts from the dream, 
that retaliation is at hand, and connects the crimes 
in the house of Pelops, with the first enormity 
committed by that ancestor. Clytemnestra re- 
bukes her daughter, against whom however she 
is milder than usual, probably from the effect of 
the dream ; she defends her murder of Agamem- 
non, Electra condemns her for it, but yet no vi- 
olent altercation takes place. Clytemnestra then 
proffers prayer at the altar before the house to 
Apollo for health and long life, and in secret for 
the death of her son* The guardian of Orestes 
arrives, and, as the messenger of a Phoccan friend, 
announces the death of , Orestes, and minutely 
enumerates, all the circumstances which attended 
his being killed in a chariot-race at the Pythian 
games. Clytemnestra can scarcely conceal her 
trium]^ant joy, aHhough she is at first visited 
by the feelings of , a mother, and she invites the 
messenger to partake their hospitality, iilectra, in 
a&pting speeches and hymns, gives hm*self up to 
bar grief, and the chorus in vain endeavours to 
^jgl^sole ber)» Chrysothemis returns from the grave, 
of joy in the assurance that . Orestes is in the 
hw. fouod -his lofck of hair» ^is liba- 
4 
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tion, and jgarland. Tte despair of Electra is now 
renewed ; she recounts to her sister the gloomy 
relation of the supposed messenger, and exhorts 
her, as all their hopes are at an end, to join in the 
daring deed of destioying j^gisthus, a determina- 
tion which . Chrysotbemis, who docs not possess 
resolution enough, rejects as foolish ; and after 
a violent altercation she enters the house. The 
chorus now bewails Electra, who is thus left al- 
together destitute. Orestes returns with Py lades 
and several servants bearing an urn with the 
pretended ashes of the deceased. Electra sup- 
plicates him for the urn, and laments over it in 
the most affecting language, which agitates Orestes 
to such a degree that he can no longer conceal 
himself : after some preparation he discloses him- 
self to her, and confirms his account by the pro- 
duction of the seal-ring of their father. She 
gives expression to her boundless joy in speeches 
and odes, till the guardian, comes out, and 
reprimands both of them for their want of con- 
sideration. Electra with some difficulty recog- 
nizes in him the iaithfiil servant to whom she 
had entrusted the care of Orestes, and expresses 
her gratitude to him. At the suggestion of the 
guardian, Orestes and Pylades accompany him 
with all speed into the ^ house, that they may 
surprise Clytemnestra while still alone. Electra 
offers up a prayer fbr them to Apollo ; the choral 
ode' announces the moment of retaliation. We 
hear in the house the cries of the a#ighti^ Cly- 
temnestra, her short prayer, hw vratlings, when 
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sbe feels herself wounded^^ Eiectra from without 
stimulates Orestes to complete the deed^ and he 
comes out with bloody hands; as the chorus 
bowerer sees iEgistfaus advancing, be re-enters the 
house in haste for the purpose of surprising him. 
iEgistbus inquires into the death of Orestes, and 
is led to believe from the ambiguous language 
of Eiectra that his corpse is in the palace. He 
commands all the gates to be thrown open, im* 
mediately, for the pui^se of convincing those in- 
habitants who yielded, obedience with reluctance 
to his sovereignty, that they had no longer any 
hopes in Orestes. The middle entrance opens, 
and exhibits in the interior of the palace a body 
lying on the bed covered over : Orestes stands be- 
side.the body, aucl invites iEgistbus to uncover it ; 
and he now beholds the bloody corpse of Cly- 
temnestra, and concludes himself lost beyond 
remedy. He requests^to be allowed to speak, but 
this is opposed by JBlectra. Orestes constrains 
him to enter the house, that be may kill him 
on* ,the very spot where his own father was 
murdemd. 

The. scene of Eketra of Euripides is not 
in Mycenae, but on the borders of the territory 
of Argos, in .thef opea ccmntiy, and before a solitary 
and miserable cpt.^ • The owner, an old country^ 
man, eomes out and relates in a .prologue to the 
spectators tbe -ooncems of the royai bouse, as al- 
ready in part related^ witli the addition however,) 
contented fvith treating Eiectra with igno* 
leaving her in e state of celibacy, they 
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had forced her to ma^ beneath her rank, and to 
accept of him for a husl^nd : the motives for 
this proceeding, as stated by him, are singular 
enough ; he affirms however that he entertains 
too much respect for her to reduce her to the 
humiliation of becoming in reality his wife.— 
They live therefore in a virgin marriage.' Elec- 
tra comes before it is yet break of day, bearing a 
water pitcher upon her head, and with her hair close 
cut in the servile manner: her husband entreats 
her not to torment herself with labours like these 
to which she had not been accustomed, but she 
will not be withheld from the disebarge of her 
duty as the mistress of a house ; and both sq>arate, 
he to his field-labours, and she to lier occupa- 
tions. Orestes now enters with Py lades, and 
discloses in a speech to him, that he had already 
sacrificed at the grave of his father, but durst 
not enter the town, and that be wished to dis- 
cover bis married sister, whom he knew to dwell 
somewhere at hand on the ^ frontiers, that he 
might learn from her the state of afiairs. He 
secs Electra approach with the water pitcher, and 
retires^ In an ode she laments her own fate and 
thft of her father. The ^chorus, consisting of 
rustic virgins, makes its appearaned, and exhorts 
her to take a part in a festival of Juno, which 
she however in her poverty and depression, ppinK 
ing to her ragged clothes, will not consent to. 
The chorus offer to lend her their festal brna* 
men^ but sbe still refuses. She perceives Orestes 
and Pylad^ in their hicHng-place, takes them 
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for robbers, and wishes tb escape into the house ; 
when Orestes steps forward and prevents her, 
she imi^nes he intends to murder her ; he tran> 
quinizes her, and communicates the news of Orestes 
being in life. On this he inquim into her situ- 
ation, and the spectators are again reh-eshed with 
an lucrount of the whole circumstances. Orestes 
still restrains from disclosing himself, promises 
however to communicate any message from Electra 
to her brother, and'testihes such an interest in 
her situation as might be expected from a 
stranger. Hie chorus on this occasion becomes 
Impatient to learn something from the cityi 
and Electra, after describing her own distress, 
paints the luxury and arrogance of her mo- 
ther and ^Egisthus, who amuse themselves with 
coursing over Agamemnon’s grave, and throw, 
ing stones at it. The peasant returns from 
labour, and finds it rafter indecorous that his 
wife should be prating with young men, but 
when he hears that they bring news of Orestes, 
he invites them in a friendly manner into his 
house. Orestes, on witnessing the behaviour of 
the worthy man, makes the reflection that the 
most respectable people are frequently to be found 
in low stations, and in lowly garb. Electra upt- 
braids heir husband, on account bf the invitotidn, 
as he knew thqr had nothing in the house ; he is 
of opiinion that the strangers will be satisfied with 
what he liM,' that a good hous'e-wife can always 
make the idost 'of things, and that they have at 
Iwt more than a dayV provisions. She dis- 



DRAMATIC LITERATURE. m 

patches him to the old^guardian and deliverer of 
Orestes, who lives in the country beside them, 
that he may come and bring something wiUi 
him to entertain the strangers. The peasant, as 
he leaves them, utters sentences .respecting riches 
and moderation. The chorus soar in an ode to 
the expedition of the Greeks to Troy, describe 
at great length the figures of a shield, which 
Achilles received from Thetis, and conclude widi 
expressing a wish tliat Clytemnestra may be pun> 
ished for her audaciouif crime. 

The old guardian, who witii no small diffi- 
culty mounts up to the house, brings Electra a 
lamb, a cheese, and some wine; be then begins 
to weep, and does not fail to wipe his eyes with 
his tattered garments. To the questions of Elec- 
tra be answers, that at the grave of Agamemnon 
he found traces of an oblation and a lock of hair, 
and he thence conjectured that Orestes bad been 
there. We have ffien an allusion to the mrens 
which in iEsebylus are made to lead to the dis- 
coveiy, the resemblance of the locks, the print 
of the feet, and the tiasue, with a refutation 
them. The probability of this part of the drama 
of ABsidiylus niay perhaps admit of justification, 
and at all events we are disposed to overlook it ; 
but ^e express reference to another representation 
of the same subject, .is most foreign and 
destructive to genuine poetry of all measures that 
can possibly be conceiv^. The guesto come out ; 
the old man considers Orestes with s^j^tion, 
recognises him, and convinces hy a scar 
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above his eyebrow whicb be received from a fall 
(a m^t noble invention, which he substitutes 
in place of that of iEschylus), that he is her 
brother ; they embrace one another, and give them- 
selves up to their joy during a shoit choral ode. 
In a long dialogue, Orestes^ the * old man, and 
Eilectra, form a plan for the execution of the deed. 
The old man informs them that i£gisthus is at 
present in the country sacrificing to the nymphs, 
and there Orestes resolves to steal as a guest, and 
to fall on him. Clytemneatra, from a dread of 
the unpteasant language which she might be ob- 
liged to hear, has not accompanied her husband ; 
and Electra undertakes to entice her mother to 
make her appearance, by the false re{K>rt of her 
being in chiid-bed. - The brother and sister now 
join in prayers to tbe< gods for a successful issue 
of their plan. Electra declares that she will put 
an end to her existence if it fails, and that she 
will’ keep a sword in readiness for that purpose. 
The old mail goes off with Orestes to conduct 
him to iEgisthus, and afterwards to repair 4o 
Clytemnestnu The. cborui sings the golden ram, 
wbk:h> Thyestes> by the assistance of the faith-^ 
less wife of Atreus, was enabled to carry off from 
him^^ and the repast of his own children, with 
which he was punished in return ; a sight ^ ajt 
which > the sun turned aside froiri his course; blit 
this circumstance, however^ ftie .nlLrus very wisely 
adds, that it was nery unsch inained to call in 
question, CSroans and tumultuous voices are 
heard at a ^ distance r Elytra conceives that her 
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brother has been ove^me^. and determines on 
killing herself. But immediately a messenger ar* 
Tivcs^ who gives a long-winded account of the 
destruction of udEgisthua^ interlarded with many 
a joke. Jitnidst the rejoicings of the chorus, 
Electra crowns, her brother with flowers, who 
holds the head of iEgisthus by the hair in his 
hands. She in a long speech upbraids this head 
with its follies and crimes, and among other thin^ 
observes to it : no ; man will ever thrive who 
marries a woman with whom he formerly lived 
in illicit intercourse; that it is indecorous when 
a woman obtains the mastery in a house, &e. 
Clytemnestra is seen to approach; Orestes begins 
to liave scruples of conscience, respecting bis in- 
tention of murdering his mother, and the pro- 
priety of obeying the orade, but yields to ihc 
arguments of Elcctra^ and agrees to execute bis 
purpose within the house. The queen arrives 
drawn in a chariot sumptuously hung with tapestry, 
and surrounded hy Trojan slaves; Electra wishes 
to assist her in aKghting, . but this she refuses. 
She then urges the sacrifice of Iphigenia as a 
justification, of her condimt towards Agamemnon, 
and calls even upon her daughter to state her rea- 
sons against the act, that an opportunity may be 
given to the latter of delivering a subtle dia- 
i^ourse, in which^ among ^ther filings, she re- 
proaches her lather with having, during the 
ab^ce of Agamemnon, sat too much before her 
glass; and paid greater attention to her dress than 
was proper. Clytemnestra is not angry, although 
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her daughter .<lo08 not htfitate to announce the 
intention of murdering her if possible ; she makes 
inquiries respecting the child-birth^ and enters 
the hut that she may perform the sacrifice of 
purification* £lectra accompanies Hr with a 
speech of derision. On this the chorus begins 
an ode on the retaliation : the cries of Clytemnestra 
are beard, and the brother and sister come out 
stained with blood. They are full of repentance 
and despair at the deed which they have com« 
mitted^ become agitated by a repetition of the 
miserable language and gestures of their mother, 
Orestes determines on flight, and Electra asks : 
who will now take her in marriage? Castor and 
Pollux^ their uncles, af^ar in the air, abuse Apolld 
on account of his oracle, command Orestes to 
secure himself from the furies by submission to 
the tribunal of the Areopagus, and predict a 
number of events which will happen to him. They 
then establish a marriage between Electra and 
Fylades; her first husband is to go to Pboctsi^ 
where he is to be richly provided for. After i 
renewal of their lamentations, the brother and 
sister take leave of one another for life, and the 
piece ccmcludes. 

We easily perceive tliat iSschylus has viewed 
the subject in its most terrible aspect, and drawq, 
it wid^in the dominion of the dark divinities^ 
into which be so willingly entered. The grave 
of Agamemnon is the obscure point, from which 
the vindictoiy retaliation of Agamemnon issues; 
his discontented abad^ the soul of the whole 
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poem. The external ^kuperfection so easily re*, 
marked) that the piece remains too long at the 
same pointy without any perceptible progress, is 
atoned for jby a true internal perfection : for it 
is the bodilg stillness of expectation before a 
storm or an earthquake. It is true the prayers 
are sometimes repeated, but their number pro- 
duces the impression of a great and unheard of 
purpose, for which human strength and human 
motives arc not alone suffident In the murder 
of Clytemnestra, and her heart-rending appeal, 
the poet has gone to the very extremity of what 
may be allowed to feeling, without taking the 
part of the criminal. As the crime which is to 
bot punished is from the very beginning kept in 
view by the grave, it is brought still nearer to 
our minds towards the conclusion, by the ex- 
hibition of the vestment : Agamemnon, after being 
fully avenged, is as it were still murdered in re- 
presentation. The flight of Orestes betrays no 
unsuitable repentance or weakness, but is merely 
thfe inevitable tribute wfaidi be Is forced to pay 
to offended nature. 

It ' is only necessary to draw the attention gen&* 
rally to the admirable arrangement of Sophocles. 
What a beautiful introduction precedes, in him, 
the mission of tbe^queen to the grave, with which 
iPschylus at once begins ! How beautifully be 
has adorned the rektion of the Pythian games ! 
What wonderfol judgment in the prolongatioii 
of the pathos of Eiectra : first her general lameii>* 
tations, then the hopes which she dm-ives from 
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the dreafn^ the annihilatkm of these hopes by 
the news of the death, the new and rejected 
hopes of Chiysothemis, and . lastly her wailings 
over the urn. The heroism of EL^ra is beau- 
tifully contrasted with the jrreso]i|p>n of her 
sister. The poet has given altogether a new turn 
to tibe subject, by making Elcctra the chief ob- 
ject; of our inte.*est. In this, noble pair he has 
given to the female an unshaken constancy in true 
and noble sentiments, and the heroism of suf- 
fering, and to the male he has imparted all the 
becoming energy of a young hero. The circum- 
spection and experience of the old man are again 
opposed to their youthful warmth ; that Py lades 
in the works of both poets is silent, is a proof 
how much in ancient art every thing unneces- 
sary and superfiousvwas held in aversion. 

But that whichi more: particularly characters 
izes the tragedy ofiSopbocles, is the celestial purity, 
the fresh breath of life and. youth, which is dif- 
fused over so drieadful a subject. The ..brigbt 
divinity, Apollo, who commanded the deed, ap- 
pears to have shed his influence over it; even 
the break of day at the oommencemeot is ^sig- 
nificant. The grave, and the world of shadows, 
are kept in the distance : what in yEscbylus is 
effected by the spitit^of the. murdered monarqb^ 
proceeds here Jrom the mind. of:. the still existing 
Electra, which is endowed with an equal capa* 
city for inextinguishable hatred and ardent love, 

, The disposition to .avoid every thing dark and 
ii||iinous, is remarkable even in the very first 
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tpee'ch of Orestes, when he says it does not grieve 
him to be reputed dead, when he feels himself 
alive in the fulness of health and strength. He 
is neither beset with doubts nor stings of con- 
science, eitl^r before or after the deed, so that 
here the purpose is more determined than in 
^scbylus; and the appalling scene with JEgis- 
thus, and the reserving him for an ignominious 
execution at the conclusion, is conceived with 
more austerity than in the other drama. The 
nocturnal vision of Clytemnestra affords the most 
striking image of the relation which the two 
poets bear to each other: both ard equally suit*- 
able, significant, and ominous; that of iEschylus 
is grander, but appalling to the senses, that of So- 
phocles majestically beautiful, even in terror. 

The piece of Euripides affords a . singular ex- 
ample of poetic, or rather unpoetic, perversity ; 
we should never have done, were we to attempt 
to point out all the improbable and unnecessary 
ciiicumstances, and all the contradictions, which 
are contained in it. Why> for instance, does Ores^ 
tea ' fruitlessly torment his sister so long with- 
out disclosing himself r The poet has an easy 
task, when he has nothing , more to do than to 
throw aside whatever stands in bis way, as in 
the case of the peasant, of whom, after the de- 
p^ure of the guardian, we have no farther ac- 
C(mnt, For the:. sake of appearing original, and 
from an idea, that to make Orestes kill the king 
and queen in the middle of their capital was 
not consistent with probability, Euripides has in-^ 
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volve4 himself in much greater improbabilities. 
Whatever there is of tragical in his drama is not 
his own^ but belongs either to the fable or the 
labour of his predecessors. It becomes no tra- 
gedy in his hands^ but is wrought down to a 
family picture, in the modern signification of the 
word. The effect produced by the poverty of 
Electra is pitiful in the extreme: the poet has 
betrayed his secret in the contentment with which 
she bears her wretchedness. All the prepara-^ 
tions for the deed are marked by levity, and a 
want of internal conviction : it is downright tor- 
ture to exhibit iEgisthus displaying a good-na- 
tured hospitality, and Clytemnestra sympathizing 
with her daughter, that even compassion may be 
excited in their favour ; the deed, immediately 
after the execution, is again extinguished by the 
most weak repeautance, a repentance which arises 
from no moral feelings but merely from a com- 
motion of the senses. 1 shall say nothing of 
bis abuse of the oracle of Delphi. As it has 
destroyed the whole drams^ I cannot see why 
Euripides should have written it, except to pro- 
vide a fortunate marriage for Electra, and to re- 
ward the peasant for his forbearance. I could 
wish that the marriage of Pylades had been com- 
pleted, and that a sum of money had been paid 
to the peasant; and then every thing wodld 
have ended to the satisfaction of the spectators, 
as in an ordinary comedy. 

That I may not however appear unjust, 1 must 
confess that the Electra is perhaps the very worst 
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of his whole pieces. Was it the rage for no- 
velty which led him into such an error? He 
was truly to be pitied for having been preceded 
in the same subject by two such men as Sopho- 
cles and i£schylus. But who compelled him to 
measure his powers with them^ and to think 
even of writing an Electra? 

We can give only a short account of some of 
the great number of' pieces of Euripides^ which 
have come down to us. ’ 

On the score of beautiful morality, there is 
none of them perhaps so deserving of praise as 
Alceste. Her determination to die, and the fare- 
well which she takes of her husband and chil- 
dren, are represented with the most overpowering 
pathos. His moderation in not allowing the 
heroine to speak on her being brought back from 
the world below, that be might not draw aside 
the mysterious veil from the condition of the 
dead, is deserving of high praise: Admetus it 
is true, and more especially his father, sink too 
much in our estimation from their selfish love 
of life ; and Hercules appears, at first, coarse even 
to rudeness^ afterwards more noble and worthy 
of himself, and at last jovial, when, for the sake 
of the joke, he introduces to Admetus his veiled 
wife as a new bride. 

iphigenia in Aulis is a subject peculiarly suited 
to the inclinations and powers of Euripides ; the 
object here is to excite a tender emotion for the 
innocent and unsuspecting youth of the heroine: 
but Iphigenia is still far from being an Antigone. 
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Aristotle has already remarked that the charac- 
ter is not sustained : ** Iphigenia, when she im- 
plores her life, by no means resembles the Iphi- 
genia who afterwards yields herself up a willing 
sacrifice.” 

Ion is alsk> one of his most^ delightful pieces^ 
on account of the pictares of innocence and priestly 
sanctity in the'^boy whose name it bears. In 
die course of the plot, it is true, there are not 
a few improbabilities, deficiencies, and repetitions ; 
and the catastrophe produced by a falsehood, in 
which both gods and men unite against Xuthus, 
can hardly be satisfactoiy to our feelings. 

In the representation of female passions, and 
die errors of a diseased mind, the Phaedra and 
Medea have been deservedly praised. The for- 
mer of these pieces dazsdes us by the sublime 
and beaud&l heroism oi Hippolytus \ and it is 
al$o deserving of the.bigheslt recommendation on 
account of the lobservatioa of propriety and moral 
strictness, in a subject of so critical a nature. 
This however is not so much the merit of the 
poet as the result of the delicacy of feeling of 
his contemporaries; for the Hippolytus which we ^ 
possess, according to the testimony of the scholiast, 
is an improvement upon an earlier one^ in which 
there were traits of a repulsive and censurable 
nature.* 

^ The learned and acute Brunei without citing any au* 
ibority, or the coincidence of a fragment in corroboration, 
says that Seneca m hfs Htppol^ts ibllowed the plan df the 
iiri^ of Euripides, which was called the Veiled 
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The commencement of Medea is admirable ; her 
desperate situation is depicted in the conversa* 
tion between her nurse and the tutor of her 
children^ and in her own heart-rending wailings 
behind the scene. As soon however as she makes 
her appearance, the poet takes care to ^ cool our 
agitation by the number general and common- 
place reflections which he puts into her mouth; 
She appears still less deserving of our respect in 
the scene with iEgeus, in 'which, having in con- 
templation a terrible revenge on Jason, she first 
secures to herself a place of refuge, and seems 
almost on the point of hinting at a new alliance. 
This is very unlike the daring eriminai’ who 
subjected the powers of nature to a subserviency 
to her ungovernable passions, and who fiew from 
land to land like a desolating meteor the Medea 
who, abandoned by all the world, found. suflEicient 
resources in herself. Nothing but a predilection 
for Athenian antiquities could induce Euripides 
to adopt this cold substitution. He would other- 
wise have painted, in the miost vivid colours, the 
union in die same person of the powerful en- 
chantress and the weak woman,' in her sexual 
relations. As it is, we are keenly afiectcd by the 
display of maternal tenderness in the midst of the 
preparations for the criiel deed. She announces 

How far this is mere coi^ecture l oamiot say, but yet I should 
be inclined to doubt whether Euripides, even in the drama 
which was censured, admitted the scene of the declaration of 
love, which Eacine however bas^ not hesitated to adopt from 
JSeneca into his Pheedru^ 
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lKnfever^l^e»^pal«p^8e iboch too soon, aiid in^ too 
definite a eaann^, instead of allowing us to guess 
aft intentions from tl>e ominous eiicpressions 
niiieh might escape from a dark and- perturbed 
mind. When she executes it, the impulse of re* 
vmige on Jason Ought to have been already suf- 
ficiently gritified by the ^nominious death of his 
'young and her Mher ; and the new motive 
fiiet ' JasOQ' would nffallibly murder the children, 
and that she must therefore anticipate him, will 
i>y no means hear examination : for she could 
as easily have '^iiaved the living children with 
faanself, as have carried Off their dead bodies in 
the dragon-ciiariot. StilUMmever this may pa*- 
haps be justifieit by the perturbation of mind 
•into which Ohe' was piut^^ed by the completion 
eSF the CK^mO.*^' 

-- Sudi a pictn'm of universal sorrow, of the fall 
of fiouriahing families and states from the greatest 
•glory to the lowest necesej^y, and even to entire 
annihilation, as that which is Exhibited in the 
TfDades, might obtain for Euripides, frOlh AH- 
Stotle, the name' of the most tragic of poets, -the 
'Conclusion, when the captive women, oNotted^' to 
fiieir dHi^nt masters;' leave Troy in flames'^* 
them;' and f proceed towards 'the' ships;* is 
'truly grand. It is impoisihle however for a'ideee 
to hays' lefts action,' 'in the' energetieal sense'^ of 
•fife word^ % is - lt seife^ of situations ' and eteiife, 
which have'Tnfe ’dther conifexion thib that" they 
-are all Heirrtid’' from fife cohljnest hf. Troy, hut 
they have in no respdbt a commoi^ turn. ' The 
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accumulation of helpless suffering) without evma 
an opposition of sentiment, at last wearies us, and 
exhausts our compassion. The greater the effiirt to 
avert a calamity, the greater the impression it aftm* 
wards produces, when it bursts throng the te* 
straint. But when so little concent is shown, 
as is here the case widi As^anax, for &e speech of 
Talthybius himself does not betray the slightest 
attempt to save him, the spectator soon acqui* 
esces in like manner. In this way Euripides 
frequently fails. In the uninterrupted demands 
on our compassion in this piece, the pathos is 
not duly economised, and gradually hei^tened : 
for instance, the lamentation of Andronaache four 
her living son is much more heart-rending than 
that of Hecuba for her son that is dead. The 
efiect of the latter is however supported by the 
aspect of the small cone in the shield of Hector. 
Much was calculated on the visual attractions of 
the piece : hence Helen appears sjdendidly dressed 
for the sake of contrast with the captive slaves, 
Andromache is mounted on a chariot laden with 
spoils; and 1 doubt not hut that, at the condu- 
sion, the whole decorations were exhibited in 
flames. The trial of Helen interrupts our eom« 
passion by an idle altercation, which ends in 
nothing ; for notwithstanding the accusation of 
Hecuba, Menelaus abides fay the resolution wfaidt 
he had bdbre formed. The defence of Helen amy 
be considered as capable of afending nearly the 
same degree of entertainment whudi we derive 
vou I. w 
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fn»tt tlie aophuticd eatograna of Itocmtei ia her 
finrour. 

« It WM aot enough for Euripides to have re- 
presmted Hecuba throughout a whole piece in 
sackcloth and ashes, and pouring out her lamenta- 
tioas; be has still introduced her as the prin- 
cipal figure <ia another tragedy, which bears her 
naUie. ‘Ihe two actions of this piece, the sacri- 
fice of Polyxena, and the revenge of Polymestor, 
on aocsount ci the murder of Polydorus, have 
nothing in oommon with each other but their 
connexion with Hecuba. The first half possesses 
great beauties, of the kind in which Euripides is 
chiefly successful t pkstures of tender youth, fo- 
raale innooenoe, and noble resignation to an early 
and vioient death. A hunum sacrifice, the tri- 
umffo of barbaric superstition, is represented' as 
executed, sufiered, and behdd, witii that HeUeaism 
of feeling, which among the Greeks efl^ted id 
so early a period the abolition of such sacrifiees. 
But the second half destroys these soft inajMea- 
dons -in a highly repulsive manner. It is ^ied 
sritb tile revengeful artifices of Hecuba, the blind 
avarice of Polymestor, 'and the paltry politics 'cf 
Agamemnon, who dares nob venture on calling 
tiw'lbrattian king to aeccant, but who nevertbe- 
ieas deiiven him into' the hands of his captive 
womeo.' Nddier is <it my suitable that-Hecubaj; 
advanced im years, bereft of strengtii, und over* 
whelmed with sorrow, should dis^y so mnoh 
Presence of mind in the exeartion of bar revenge, 
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«nd Mich a comntaiui iof tongue ia her accasaiiipn 
and her derision of Poly mestor. 

We have another- exatople of two distinct end 
.Separate actions in the seme ^tiagedy^:. the Maging 
Hercules, v. The first » the oppression . ef . his 
fiimily during his ahscnee» and their deliverance 
through his return {.-.die jseepto^ diis’^ rqmiitance 
after the. sudden madness, .dunng whkdi be^mutr 
.dered ^his wife, and ^ebUdren. .' The tinr astioos 
fellow., but by no. means arise out of one anotiheri- - 
' The Phanma is^.rich in.- tragical events, •'in die 
eomraon acceptation of the .werd i the eon d 
Creon, to save the town,: preci^t^es himself femn 
die walls; Eteocles and Polynices.jiemh.by &e 
hands.jof each other*;, Jooasta fella- ^ her own 
hand over their dead; bodies ; ttbo; Ajq^ves who 
advance against Thebes are desticyed in battle; 
Polyniees remains- uraqterred-i'Aod, feady, CBdipns 
and Antigone are driven, eat to< . hanishmeat.— ' 
After this enumeration, • the schdiast- reraarhs the 
' arbitmry manner- . in.* which die po^.. has pro* 
needed, ' ‘*This drama,^ 8ays >fae,><f»s beaadfel in 
theatrical representation, becaase-it isfeU offereign 
incidents. Anyone tloohing'.dewn*; feom-die walls 
has nothing to do with thmaotioB; and Bolyoices, 
under -die proteotioffi of- .n* cessation ofdiostilities; 
enters the town widiottt.- any. <efieet bmog dier^r 
produced. Among throe sapetfiuides; the. addi- 
4io».of the . exiled CBdijnw, sdth^ a Joquacioaaifadi^ 
is pre.emineady. without a» object” 'Ddav.isf n 
, severe sentence, but it is just. - >i'‘ ■ > " .Ki - . 

. The scholiast on Orestes is not more lem'ent : 

Na 
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**Tbe piece is one of those which produce • 
ginnt dbct on the stage, but which is extremely 
defective in the charactera ; for, with the exoep* 
tMsn of Py lades, all the rest are worth nothing.” 
Moreover, ** It has a catastrophe more suitable 
t9 comedy than tragedy.” Hiis drama begins in- 
deed in the most agitodng manner. Orestes, after 
the murder of his mother, is represented lying 
on his bed, afflicted with anguish of soul and 
delirium; Mectra sin at his feet, and she and 
the chorus remun in trembling expectation of 
his awaking. Afterwards however every thing 
takes a perverse turn, and ends with the most 
forced theatrical contrivances. 

The piece of ^h^ema in TattrU, in which the 
fote of Orestes is stiU forther followed out, ap- 
pears less wild and extravagant, but it seldom 
rises above mediocrity in the representation either 
of character or passion. Hie mutual reoognitioa 
brother and sister, after such adventures and 
actioDS, mheo Iphigenia, who formeiiy herself 
trembled at die bloody altar, was on ^ point 
of 3 rielding op her brother to a similar fate, does 
■not however produce more than a transient enm- 
tion. The flight of Orestes and* bis sister is dot 
highly eakulated tio eaeite onr interest : the <ar- 
tiflee 'by whioh it is‘ effected hy l|diigepiaui8 
vritiiogiy credited by Thoas, who does not at- 
tempt to ’i^ve tmy oppositimi, till both are safe, 
bid then he it reduced to tnlence by an ordinary 
^i p poa tance of the gods towards the conclusipD. 
tOihis means hai heeii so used and abused by 
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EatipideSj tbat cff llis £ig^een tragedies, in- Aini 
of tfaem a -'-divinity ttescenils ibr the full onrar 
v|lfQg of thd eatmtrqihe.' ‘ - 

Itt Oi%8tes makes aj^iiarance 

fer the fourth - time; The scholiast, in whdsie 
c^uknas we ^ink that vre c&n generally veooi^ 
niae the sentiments of the most 'impbTtsnt ^M 
ancient critics, declares this a piece of the secMid 
rank- in which he can only^- praise single soedea. 
Among those which Raciife'faas adoptedv-as the 
'foundation of his free imitations, we can ham 
no difficulty in rec(^nizmg the very worst - putts 
of the work, and therefore the Rrench erkies 
have an easy victory in their endeaveniU ..tot de* 
'preciate the Grecian predecessUr, liroin :w|iom' Ra- 
pine has in fact derived little more thait the first 
suggestion of his tn^edyi < ' < 

Jas'.Wie: Baccka represent the infostiuus and tu- 
multuous inspiratimi '6f the worships of Bacchus, 
^«rith >i^eat sensual power and vividness ■ of', con- 
:oeptk>n . The ob^inate ffishdief of Pentbeusj his 
iibiindaess, and^dreadfol ptraishmeat by the; . bands 
rof 'hia own mother, faraarm >bold .pictnre. > The 
atfoctit onf T the stage- must. he. mctrBorduiary,i — 
- Imagine, onlyi s chorus with flying and ffishevelled 
-ihair and diK88esj.'’taad»amne8,: i^mhuls, 

' - their- ij^nds, like th# ‘Baochantee on ;'l»s>reHefo, 
-raving up and down the ortheatratt-aAd exeentmg 
Idieir .ms^ced : danees; amidst tumultuous - snuaic, 
, which was ; 4 ltogether<unu 8 aal«r as the chural^mim 
-.werCngeaetaliy delwered-iwith a solemn i^s^^end 
without any.i other : aecompsnimeut .than, a.-^fidte* 
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ipeis the luxuriance of prnamentji which £uripi^ 
ajn^ya affects, was for once in its ^proper plaited 
'l^faen therefore several of tfite modern cAtfifs 
attempt 'to depreciate thiH piece, and to isaign^^tb 
it a very low rank, they do hot seelh' to mB'^ 
know what they themselves would wish. ' 1 cantiot 
help admiring in the composition of this piece, the 
hfumiony and unity which we so seldCnf observe 
in Euripides, the abstinence from eVery ' thihg 
foreign to the subjecif' so that all the effects aha 
all' the motives flow iivm one source, ahd eddtri- 
l^te to pne object. After Hippolytus, I’ shoiild 
inclined to assign the first place to this ‘ambh]^ 
all the remaining works of Euripides. ‘ ‘ 

, ihe ^eraclidtB and the Supplices are trdC 'bCi 
clonal tragedies, . ahd eould only be suCCes^iil 
from their flattery of the Athenians. They ce- 
lebrate two aheient heroic deeds of Athen^' dh 
which the eulogistic orator, Isocrates', who always 
mixed up the fabulous ' with the historidaf, 
an Mt^ishingly great stress: the prbtectidn'’^ 
the children of Hercules, the aheestoh of 'the 
cedemonian kings, from ^he pcrseciitioh of 'Euiy^ 
iheus, and the interment bf the i^en li^lbre ThCI^ 
jancl their arn^, gained in 'favour of Adriisfdt, 
king ' of _Arg^i,^hy a* 'rietdry over 
^e 4^Pp/ic(!s were represented, aS’ we khoiif, 

^dpbnnesiih war, aftef the cohCfuiiibh'^bfii 
treaty itotween the 'A^ves 'ahd"*the Xii^semd- 
^ans : this ^piecC was intended 'to rec^ff td’^ tfac 
memory of tfii Ar^ra ' theft '‘ancient ' obli^^dh 
td” Athens, and^' tb ’'show hdw^ iittlA th^ 'cod^ 
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to prosper .in the war agwnst the Athenians# 
i^iHeradidee was undoubtedly written with a 
similar view in respect to Lacedsemon. Of the 
two pie<x8 however, which are . both cairt: in the 
same mould, the Female Suppliants, so called from 
the mothers of the i^quished and fallen heroes, 
is by. far the richest in poetical merit; the He- 
Tactidee appears, as it were, but a faint impress 
sipn of the other. In the former piece, it is true, 
Theseus appears at first in a very unamiable light, 
as he upbraids the unfortunate Adrastus with his 
errors at too great Jength, and perhaps without 
m,uch justice, before he condescends to assist him ; 
the contest between Theseus and the Argive herald, 
respecting the precedency of monarchical or de- 
mocratical constitutions, is justly banished from 
the stage to the schools of rhetoricians ; and the 
moral eulogium of Adrastus over the &llen heroes 
is very much out of character. 1 am convinced 
that Ciuripides had here an intention of drawing 
itbe characters of particular Athenian generals, who 
had in some battle. ^ In a dramatic point 

cf, .^w however the passive will . ^t admit of 
this justification ; but without such an object it 
w^pkhhnve. been silly and ridiculous, in describing 
UKis« bqraes^f the age of Herculra, aCapaneus for in* 
^l^ce, who ^ even fa^ven itself at defiance^ to have 
laqnqhed out into the praise of their civic virtues, 
flow -in.noh .Euripi^ was disposed to wantkr ciifr 
ofrh^ wbject in ipiesf. of foragn allusions,feven 
allusions to himfelfr. sre may see from a specsdi at 
Adrastus, who without any cause is. made ,tb my. 
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It 4* not thstt^ poet^ wbile fae.^ddl%hta otben- 
with ^ worksy should hiius^f si^kr JnconTcaii* 
eace.” However, the funeral dirges and thesiKM^ 
i^g of Evadne are aflwtingly bttutifal, dtboii^h 
ll^fadne, in a literal sense, is introduced into the 
drama altogetbor unexpectedly, 

. The Heraclida is a very poor peoe, and aiii> 
gularly held towards the concltuion^ Wej.hetur 
nt^ing more of the sacrifice of^Macaria, after 
ia. OV'er: as the determination seems to cost her? 
s^f no struggle, it makes as little knprcBaion 
upon otb^. ^ The Athenian kii^, Bemr^en^ 
does not leturp again; neither does lolaus,; the 
eompsaum of Hercules and tutor of . his children, 
whoso youth is so wonderfully, renewed: Hyttos; 
the heroie son of Hercules, never even makes 
hu ^pearance; and ndaody at last remains but 
Alcmenej who keeps quarrelling, widi Eurystheus. 
Euripides seems to have, tsdeen a perrieular ^ea,> 
sure in drawing auch implao^dde and revongsdul 
old women: he. has exhibited. Heeuhat twice, in 
dfis light, opposed to-Hden and Fofymestor.'CiThS 
constant reeorrence of^ .tfae same means and ssotiwea 
ii. a. sure syo^tom maonerism. JHToL have ^in 
thh works of disf ' poet three exam^esinf tbS’SMi. 
hriftoe of leraaleBi-. which are moving .fbok thm 
fSMgnstkmt :IphigeBk,i^Pei 3 me»a, aaid.<MsQ8tMt;; 
die volttBtssy ideadi of Akestte and EvaihHV^ bea^ 
long. dsOtin stole sett ie thk efauk , 
m in like maa«^ « &soadte'snbjei^ 

^ere the s^ie<^|ail(n:^ ie»eF¥»assdowi^ 

sisn Imt .they lixmld ,heu Ibnai^ tBeB<!ft^>lhe 
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aanoliMfjr of'{>^'<;atoir<. ' I have aheady dwdlt 
upotirf^^ inArodnctsetl deities towards thto conii 
ahwhm.' 

u>The<'ffie«t entertaining of al^tt^^edies<i8 fTefeni 
a inanwllous 'dratna, > fuU of wenderfat advehttires 
and appearances, whksb are evidently tnach -tooref 
Boited^ito comedy. : The ' invention on which* it 
» Ibuaded is^ t^t* Helen remained conOealed in 
Egypt (so far the assertion of the ABgyp^n 
priesU' went^, wbde Paris Cairied o£r'ah airy abapev 
whkdi -boee a-rescnrhlance to her, and-about whieir 
the sOreeks and Trc^ne 'fought ' with one ’anotlflr 
for ten years. By this contrivance the* tivlatf^of 
the heroine is saved, and Menelau8,:fn "coARrnia^ 
tkm of the ridicule cast 1:^ Aristi^phanes on. the 
heggary of the heroes of £iiripides, aj[^eani<in'^ii 
a ragf^ eleemosynary. stsEte, and « rc^iriraiaited 
as perfectly satisfied. < But this maimer 
proring •.mythology hears a resemblance > to -the 
Tales of the Hionsand. and One Nights.'.*' . e« n >• 

- Modeen> philologists have dedicated ootominoos 
•teeatisesi to prove the illegirimacy’oft^herits, the 
euhjeethf wbidi ia^taken iram ^ efoventh book 
ssf Aha Iliad. Their afHniim''ts, that the pieee 
flRntKiiasi.8iidk.'« number of >iiiiipiiDbabilitfos‘ and 
nootrafoetioaiSi .that ito isl altogetbrir’anwordiy of 
JBn(&pidhs.i.'But tbi»>,.i8 Jby am-jufons a legidmott 
ennCikHdoii. . lAre not^llie foidta- tvhkdi'-tfaey* oett^ 
muse* tpta^dabl^ derived dKim<’- the seled^giruf 
.a!:ahlfaci^ ao TeiyE.^.inoDffseiweeA'aB a nigbt^ en* 
tei]iiuei In.a geeriHm respecting^ tlm legidmacy 
sjf< bor^-odhoera 4* aht psKiftiaBb' widt 
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mait r-or 4^neHt| jas whether . its.vtyle 
{i0(idSfltnlie8 bMr--a« re8emblaQee to those o£ 
pretended eotbor. The few words of the schol^^l 
Wtoant to a very different opinion : “ Some l»ye, 
QOmcadered this drama as ill^tiinate, mid not thpr 
production of Euripides, ' for it bears more traces 
of the style <d' Sr^ocles. Buf it is inscribed 
m ilab. DUatcalia as legitimate, and the accomcy; 
with respect to the appearances of the starry, 
heaven betrays Euripides.” 1 imagine 1 under-, 
stand also what .is meant by the style of 8<^hcK> 
des, which 1 do not indeed find in the genmd 
dispoHtioa, but in detached scenes. Henoe^ .>if 
the piece is to be taken from Euripides 1 should 
be disposed to attribute it to an eclectic imitatoiv 
but rather of ' the sebqol of Sojdiocles than iof 
Euripides, and only a little later than the period 
of both. This 1 infer from the fendliarity of 
many of the scenes, as tra^dy was then inclining 
t0:4be dvic or frimiliar drama; for- at « still later 
period in 'the Alexandriaii'timc^ it fell into. an npr 
phwte error, that. nf bombast.. >' ' ,<iT 

.'-.'The Cgckpttm a satiricaL.drama. - .3%ia .is a 
mixed and secondary species of tragic poel^,;. 
which we have aljready in passing alladed to. 
want; of some ^rdaxatioa> for the. mind, afrnn,,^ 
severity of feagetfy:, appears to . have 
dsn to . the. . satirical drama, r as ^ well as; to 
^ecm'in.^^generaii The satirical djrama never pop'; 
lessed ah Htdependent exUtmiGe^ it was ^aen^ftf 
^ti^pendage to .' several tragedies, andi J^h^ajli 
tht^ we nan, .»c(n|iecttne«vjraa fJways ;cnm^ipbj|y 
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ijjoi^er. In’ form it rmembled traged]^ 

Slid materisls were in^like manner in3^hoh>^ 
The distinctive maTk> was a ^^oms con- 
siating bf sat^, who accotnpanied suds heroin 
adventiires as wete of S'^more cheeifiil' hBe, 
ih the Odyssi^ few instance-!' 'for here alsb^ as 
in ' many other respects, the germ is to be foond 
in Hbrner,) or ' could be made to wear midi an 
appearance, with lively songs,' gestures, aiid-mote^ 
mdrts. The immediate catiae of tfah species of 
drama' was derived from the festivais of Bacdhi^ 
where satyr-masks Were a common disguise. In 
mythological stories, with which Bacchus had no 
boncern,^ these constant attendants of his were, no 
doubt, in sokne sort' arbitrarily introduced, but 
dill not withont a’ degree of propriety. As nature 
in her original freedom, appeared rieh in Won> 
derful' productions to tbe fimey of the Greeks; the^ 
Obtild with propriety people the wild landscapes; 
far from polished cities, where the scene was U8U> 
ally laid; widl ‘ that sensual ai^ gay crea- 

tion. The composition >'of' demi-gods and demi- 
beasts)!' framed an amusing' contrast. We have an 
eiiam}de in the Cych^ of the manner in which 
poets pTbOeOded in sudi sn^ects. It is not 
iji^6#i;'*%mdlemenft, tlnn^h - the real substance 
bf it is Nearly all’ contained in the Odytsey; only 
the '-‘pranks dP 'Sitenof ' and *hw ’tend aj^jear 'fc 
little eoaiifae now and tbenV - We must confess 
{hat'V'the greitdst nierit' 'of ’this piece, in oUr ^es, 
is its rarity,' as it islfce onty^ Temaining thing of 
iti kintk vriikh we possess. ' In these satirical 
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dr^Huas, JBscfaylos most w^thOot' doubt' 'hShre di^ 
{dayed more boldness and meattiOg in bis diir^T 
Os for instance, when he made Prometheus bring 
dowh 'his heavenly hre to the rode and sttqsid 
moe of meitals ; and Sophodes, as we may eoh- 
jeeture irom the few samjides we have, must have 
been more elegant and moral, when he introduce 
die goddesses contending for the prize of beauty; 
or Nalisicaa^ when she offered her protectkm to 
the shipwrecked Ulysses. It 4s a striking feature 
of the li^t way of Hdng of the Greeks, of the 
hilarity of disposition, so foreign to every thing 
like stately dignity,- which led them to admirfe 
whatever was suitable and agreeable in art, even 
in things of the least importance, *»that in this 
drama called Nausk^ or the iVetkers, where 
according to Hbmier-nhe princess at the end of 
the washing recreates ^herself With her maids' in 
playing at ball>- Sophocles himaelf appeared 
ing at baH, and by his gvaee in this bodily ex- 
ercise ac<|uired much applause. The great poet, 
^e respected Athenian ^eirizeB, the man who had 
already perhaps been w general; ai^pUared ^b- 
licly in female clothing, and as, on account of 
the feebleness of his voice, he could not play the 
principal part of Nausicaa, be acted perhaps the 
mute under part of a maid, for the sake of giving 
the slight ornament of bodily activity to the re- 
presentation of his piece. 

The history eff ancient tragedy ends with £q> 
ripides, altbooi^ there were a number of still Jbter 
tragedians; Agation fme imtanee, whom Aristopha- 
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aeS;.idei^»‘tbe8 as breattiiqg pi^iq^nt), :and crowoed 
with Rowers, and wbp is rejnesi^nted by Plato in 
his Symposion, a discourse in, the taste of the so- 
phut Gorgias, as aboanding in the mcnt exquwte 
ofnaments, and the most dazzling andtheses.. He 
oommenc^ with myth0logy,as,the natural miU^iala 
of tragedy, . and pccasionaUy . wrote pieces with 
Rcbti^s names, (a transition towards the new 
comedy) one of .which was called the Flower, and 
ms yuobably therefore neither seriously aflecting 
nor terrible, but in the style of the idyh 
. The Alexandrian literati also occupied tliem- 
selves, with composing trs^edies; but were we to 
judge them from the only piece which has 
come? down, to us, the Akxandra oi Lycof^irmt 
which consists of an endlcss^^jpropbetic monologue, 
overladen with an obscure mythology, these pro> 
ducrions of subtlety and art^ce must have ^n 
i^tremely inanimate, and nnthsatrical, and altor 
^gethen^ destitute of jnterest. The creative powers 
.of toe Greeks: were so completely mtoausted,- that 
itoi^rwere under the necessity cf repeating toe 
wa^s of itomr ancient masters. . r 
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LECmiRE VI. 

The old comedy proved ^ be comp^tely a contrast to tra- 
gedy,-<^Parody.-^ldeality of comedy the reverse of that of 
tragedy^Mirthful caprice.— -Allegoric and political signi- 
' ficatibn;— The chorus ' and its parabases.— Aristophanes.— 
His character as an artist— Description and character of 
his remaining works.— A scene translaled fn>m the Achamss 
by way of Appendix. 

We now leave tragic poetry for the considm* 
tion of a species of an entirely opposite descriptwn, 
the old comedy. Striking as this diversity , is, 
we shall however commence with pointing out a 
certain symmetry of conteast between them, which 
may have a tendency to exhibit the essex^al 
character of both in a clearer light. . In formmg 
a judgment of the old comedy, we must banish 
every idea c^ what is call^ oom^y by the 
mourns, and what wrat by the same same among.- 
the Greeks themselves at an after period. These 
two spedes of comedy differ from each other, not 
only in accidental peculiarities (such as the in* 
trpduction of real names and characters in the 
(dd), but in the OKWt enential chanctnisties. We 
must also guard ourselver against considering the 
old comedy: as the rude owmeocdhent of a 
branch of the jdmmi^ wbkdi was ^nyards (xnrkiKjl: 
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to a higher degree of perfection,* an idea which 
manyi from the unbridled licentiousness of the 
old comic writers, haw allowed themselves to 
entertain. The first however is much more en- 
titled to the appellatton of the genuine poetical 
species ; and the new comedy, as I shall show in 
the sequel, is a falling off into prose and reality* 
We shall form the best idea of the old comedy, 
in considering it as the complete contrast to tra- 
gedy. This was probably tiie meaning of :the 
assertion of Socrates, which is mentioned by Plato 
towards the end of his Symposium. He tells 
us that, after the other guests had dispersed o^r 
fallen asleep, Socrates continued awake with Aris- 
tophanes and Agatbon, and that while be drank 
with them out of a large cup, he forced them 
to confess, though unwillingly^ that it was the 
Imsiness of one man to be equally master of 
tragic and comic composition, and that the tragic 
poet, in virtue of his art, was . also a eomte poet. 
This was not only repugnant to the general opinionj 
which wholly separated the two kinds of talent, 
but also to experience, as no. tragic poet bad. ever 

.. * This is the sense in which the section of Barthelemy, in 
AnacharsMf on the old comedy is composed : one of the poorest 
and most erroneous parts of his work. With the pitiful arro- 
gance of ignorance, Volthire prohotinced a sweeping condem- 
nation of Aristopiiaii^ (in llls Phitosophical Dictionary, under 
tha article Atkee). and Uie modem ¥!iench criti<» have fc^r t^e 
mpst^part fpUpw;<^ his example. We may however find the 
fbun^tion of all the erroneous opinions of the moderns on this 
sabjeBi ' iifid tliS sCirie prdtdfcaF mode of viewing ^it,^ ^^ the 
comparison between Aristophanes and Menander, in PJuttuch. 
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attempted to dittinguisli bimadf in /tlie comic 
department, or vice verta; and the reason ef thU 
is evident from their esseatial cbaractmv. 
Platonic Socr^es says, at another time, on the 
subject of cmnic knitatioB : we can only beceime 
acquainted with things of c^posite characters 
through each, cdher, and consequently we can only 
Jcnow what is laughable and ludicreus by hoow- 
ing alsQ what is serious. If the divine Plato had 
been pleased to communicate his own thoughts, 
<«<r dmse of hk master, respecting the manner of 
carrying the sentiments of their dialc^ne into ex* 
ecution, we should undoubtedly iiave been re* 
Itemed Irom tlie necessity of the following imres- 
tigation. . ' ' 

One view of the relation qf comic to tragic poetry 
may be comptbhended under the idea of parody. 

: This parody however Uras infinitely more powellfiil 
'than lliat of the comic epop6e, to the snlgect parodied 
was brought much more vividly befiite the nsttid 
by means of scenic representation^ tbui the epdp6^, 
in which the transactions of a distant age- were 
related as already past. The: sed^t cf the 
comic parody was a .recmit action, and to the Mpto* 
sentatkm took place on the same Utage where’ the 
fpectators were accustomed to see its grave ntodtl, 
must have contributed very much to 
the effect. It happened also that not merely sin* 
gle scenes, but the very form Of- tragih eomptoitioa 
was.parodM, apd the parody not qndy mctended 
to the poetry, but also to tW music W damuii^ 
to- the acting and ttm soenki decorations. Nay, 
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even when the <Irama trod in the footsteps of the 
plastic arts, it was still the subject of comic 
parody, as the ideal figures of deities were evidently 
trans&rined into caricatures^* The more the pro- 
ductions of all these arts came within the operation 
of the externa] senses, the more , the Gredcs, in 
popular festivals, religious ceremonies, and solemn 
processions, were accustomed to, and familiar with, 
the noble style which was the native element of 
tragic representation, so much tlie mote irresis- 
tibly ludicrous must have been the effect of the 
general parody of the arts, which it was tlte ob- 
ject of comedy to exhibit. 

But this idea does not exhaust tlie essential 
character of comedy : for parody always supposes 
a trdereuce to the subject which is parodied^ and 
a necessary dependence on it. I'^fae old comedy 
l^owever is a species of poetry.^ as independent and 
original as tragedy it^f ; it stands upon an equal 
elevation, that is, it extends as far beyond the 
limits of reality' into tlie regions of a creative fancy. 

* .Tragedy is .the most serious description of poetry, 
find comedy. ^together sportive. Seriousness epn- 
si^s^ as .1 have already observed iii the introduc- 
tiph, in the direction of the mental powers to an 
,olyeet» and the limitation of their activity to that 
The opposite quality therefore consists in 
the appajent want of aim, and freedom from all 
ji^psttaintilitheexercisiiof the mental powers; and 

As un Example of this,' 1 may allude to the well known 
where and Jupiter are represented as 

mediladag the d^ent by a ladder to Afemene. 

' VOL. I. O 
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it is therefore the more perfect, the greater the 
scale on which these powers are exhibited^ and 
more vivid the appearance of this want of aicn^ 
and of the prevalence of whim and caprice. Wit 
and railleiy may be employed in a sportive manner, 
but they are also both of them compatible with 
the most austere earnestness, as is proved by the 
example of the later Roman satires, and the ancient 
lambic poetry of the Greeks, where these means 
are made subservient to the expression of hatred 
and disccmtent. 

The new comedy, it is true, represents what is 
laughable in character, and in the contrast of 
situations and combinations; and it is the more 
comic the more it is distinguished by a want of 
mm : misconceptions, erroneous notions, the fruit- 
less cffi>rts of ludicrous passion, especially if the 
whole at last terminates in nothing; but still with 
all this mirth, the form of the representation it- 
aclf is serious, and regularly connected with a 
certain aim. In the old comedy the forni was 
aportive, and was characterized by an apparent 
whim and caprice ; the whole production was one 
entire jest on a lai^e scale, which again contained 
a world of separate jests within itself, and each 
occupied its own place, without appearing to have 
any concern with the rest. In tragedy, if I in|ay be 
^allowed to explain my meaning by a simile, the 
monarchical constitution prevails, but a monarchy 
without dei^potism, as in the horpio times of the 
^Sceeks: every thing yields e willing .ob^ienccvto 
. iDlr dignity of the baroic ^ceptre^ Comedy again 
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is a more democratic species of poetry, and is iiiorc 
inclirnd evert to the (x>nfusion of anarchy, than to 
any drcumscription of general liberty, in the ex- 
ercise of the mental powers, and even in separate 
thoughts, sallies, and allusions. 

Whatever is dignified, noble, and grand in human 
nature, will only admit of a seriotlB representation ; 
for the person representing feels himself opposed 
by the subject in the exact ratio of its elevation, 
and is consequently tied down by it. The comic 
poet must therefore divest his ebaraetfers of all 
qualities of this description ; he must even deny 
the existence of such qualities altogether, and form 
an ideal of human nature in an opposite seiise to 
that of the tragedians, namely, in one that is odious 
and base. But as the tragic ideal is not a collect- 
ive model of all possible virtues, neither does this 
inverted ideality consist in an aggregation of moral 
enormities and marks of degeneracy, beyond what 
is to be found in real life, but rather iti a depen- 
dence on the animal part of our beingi in the want 
of freedom and independence, in the want of 
herence, and in the contradictions of the inward 
man, from which all our folli^ and infatuations 
have their origin. 

The serious ideal consists of the unity and har- 
monions blending of the sensnel tnan in the mental, 
which we see -meet elearfy exemplified in the plastic 
arts, where the forinV when in a complete state, 
is merely a symbol of mental perfection, artd of 
the most.elevated moral ideas, and where the body 
is wholly imbued by the soulj which is every where 



19 S LECTURES ON 

visible.* The merry or ludicrous ideal^ on the 
other hand, consists in the perfect harmony and 
concord of the higher part of oiir nature, with the 
animal part as the prevailing principle. Reason 
and intellect are represented as voluntary slaves df 
the senses. 

Hence we shall find that that which in Aristo- 
phanes h^s given so much offence, flows necessarily 
from the very principle of comedy: the frequent 
allusion to the lower necessities of the body, the 
wanton pictures of animal desire, which, in spite of 
all the restraints imposed on it by morality and 
decency, is always breaking loose without the con- 
sciousness of the individual. If we reflect atten- 
tively, we shall find that even yet on our own 
stages, the infallible and Inexhaustible source of 
the ludicrous is derived from the same ungovern- 
able impulses of sensuality at variance with higher 
duties: cowardice, childish vanity, loquacity, gu- 
tosity, laziness, &c. Hence in the caducity of age, 
libidinous desires are more laughable than at an 
earlier period, as we see that they do not arise from 
mere animal impulse, but that reason has ^nnly 
served to extend the dominion of the senses beyond 
their proper limits. In drunkenness, too, indivi- 

^ * 1' afraid that this tiii^ be considered somewhat too 
sgrstical by mny English readers. I subjoin the original, as 
1 cannot (tmaslate the to. my own satisfaction : mr 

es auf das Uarstp in Plastik erkenntn^ too die voUendung der 

Cfcstalt nur SinnlM geistiger vMtommenheU und der 
^lichen 'Ideen tsdrd^ too ' diet Kotj^r ganz Qdst durch^ 
drimgen und kis zunotrkldfut^ tirgeisHgt tstr— TaAKs. ^ 
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duals in some jdagree place themselves in the con- 
dition of the comic ided*^ 

We must, not allow ourselves to entertain the 
erroneous idea, that the old comic writers gave 
the names of existing persons to their characters, 
and exhibited them on the stage with all the cir- 
cumstances peculiar to certain individuals* For 
such historical characters have always with them 
an allegorical signification, and represent a class ; 
and as their features were overcharged in the ipasks, 
their characters were overcharged in^Jike manner 
\n the representation* But still this constant al- 
lusion to the nearest reality, which not only allowed 
the poet, in the character of the chorus, to converse 
with the public in a general way, but also to point 
at certain individual spectators, is of essential im- 
portance in any view of this species of poetry.— 
As tragedy delights in harmonious unity, comedy 
flourishes in a chaotic exuberance : it seeks out the 
most glaring and diversified objects, and the most 
strongly marked oppositions* It works up therefore 
the most singular unheard of, and even impossible,, 
adventures, with the local and peculiar circunastances 
^bich are nearest at hand. 

The. comic poet, as well as tte tragiq, transports 
his characters to an ideal element; not however 
to a. world subjected to necessity, but one where 
the caprice of an inventive wit^ prevails without 
ratraint, and where all the laws of reality are sus- 
pendedf He is at liberty therefore to' invent an 
action ^ sprightly apd fantastic as possible; it 
may even .be unconnected and contradictory, if it 
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be -calcalated to place a circle of comic incidents 
and characters in the clearest light. In this last 
respect, the work should, -nay most, have a leadmg 
aun, or it will .otherwise be defective in solidity; 
and in this view also the comedies of Aristophanes 
may be considered as perfectly systematical. But 
then, that the comic inspiration may not be lost, 
this aim must be made a matter of diversion, and 
be concealed in a multitnde of foreign intermixtures 
of aH,^descriptions. Comedy at its commencement, 
namely, in the hands cd' its Doric founder, 
eharmus, borrowed its., materials chiefly from the 
mythical world. Even in its maturity it appmrs 
not to have renounced this choice altogether, as 
we may see from many of dm titles of the lost 
pieces of Aristojdianes and his contemporaries; 
tmd at a; , later period, in the interval between the 
old tmd. new comedy, for partioclar reasons, it re> 
turned i^in to mythology, with a peculiar degree 
of predilection. But as die contrast between ^ 
matenals and the fwm k here in its proper place, 
and noUiing can he m<»c directly o|^x>8ed to the 
exhilntion of the .ludicrous, than the most im- 
portant and serious concerns of men, the peculiar 
. itilgcct of the old comedy was-uaturally therefore 
idlteR from public lifo and the state. It is altcK 
getho* fnliticai, and the private and fomiiy. life, 
whioti the new never soars, was only in- 
troduced pccasionally und indirectly, with a re- 
ference to the public, The chorus is fberefore 
mscntial to it^ as being in some sort a representa- 
tion of the public : it must by no means be con- 
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sidered as something accidental, which we may 
account for in the local or^in of old comedy; we may 
assign as a more substantial reason, that it belongs 
to the complete parody of the tragic form. It con- 
tributes also to the expression of that festal glad- 
ness of which comedy was the most unrestrained 
effusion. For in all the popular and religious fes- 
tivals of the Greeks, choral songs, accompanied by 
dancing, were exhibited. The comic chorus trans- 
forms itself occasionally into such an expression of 
the public joy, as for instance, when the women 
who celebrate the'Thesmophoriae in the piece that 
bears that name, in the midst of the most amusing 
drolleries, begin to chaunt their melodious hymn 
in honour of the gods of the festival, in the same 
manner as took place on a real occasion. At 
these times we observe such a display of sublime 
lyric poetry, that the passages may be traniplanted 
into tragedy without any change or modification. 
There is one deviation however from the tragic 
model, as it frequently happens that there are 
• several choruses in the same comedy, who at one 
time all sing togkher, and in opposite positions, 
and at other times change with, and succeed each 
other, without any general reference. The most 
remarkable peculiarity however of the comic chorus 
is the parabaiis, an address to the spectators by 
the chorus, in the name and under the authority 
of the poet, which has no concern with the sub- 
ject of the piece. Sometimes he enlarges on his 
own merits, and ridicules the pretensions of his 
rivals ; at other times he avails himself of bis rights 
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as an Aiheniafi citizen ta deliver, in every" assembly 
np the people, propcKsals of a serious or ludicrous 
nature for ttie public good. The parabasis may, 
strictly speaking, be considered as repugnant to 
the essence of dramatic representation : for in the 
drama the poet should always disappear behind 
the clmracters ; and these characters ought to dis- 
course and act as if they were alone, and without 
any perceptible reference to the spectators. All 
tragical impressions are therefore by such inter- 
mixtures infallibly destroyed ; but these intentional 
interruptions or intermezzos, though even more 
serious in themselves than the subject of the re- 
presentation, are hailed with welcome in the comic 
tone, as we are then unwilling to submit to the 
constraint of ah employment of the mind, which 
by continuance assumes the appearance of labour, 
llie parabasis may partly have owed its invention 
to the circumstance of the comic poets not having 
such ample materials as the tragic, to fill up the 
intervals of the action when the stage was empty, 
by affecting and inspired poetry. But it is con- - 
sistent with the essence of the old comedy, where 
not merely the sutgect, but the whole action, was: 
sportive and jocular. The unlimited dominion of 
fun^ is evident even in this, that the dramatic form^ 
itself is not seriously adhered to, and that its laws 
are often suspended; as in a droll disguise we 

* This word is not in the best repute, for what reason the,, 
translator is not aware ; but as it is expressive, and corre- 
8p;o^S with ^ original, xherz, he has not hesitated to use 
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soinetimeB venture to hj aside the mask. The 
. practioe of throwing out allusions and hints to the 
pit ia even retained in the comedy of die present 
day, and is often found to be attended with great 
success, although unconditionally reprobated by 
many critics. 1 shall afterwards examine how far, 
and in what departments of comedy, these allusions 
are admissible. 

To sum up in a few words the aim and object of 
tragedy and comedy, we may observe, that as 
tragedy elevates us by painful feelings to the most 
dignified view of humanity, in the words of Plato— 
^*the imitation of the most beautiful and e?:em- 
plary life;” comedy, on the other hand, from a 
derisory and degrading way of viewing all things, 
converts them into a source of the most petulant 
hilarity. 

We have now but one comic writer of the old 
kind, and we cannot therefore^ in forming an 
opinion of his merits, derive any assistance from a 
comparison with other masters. Aristophanes had 
many predecessors, Magnes/ Cratinus, Crates, and 
othm; he was indeed one of the latest comic 
authors, as he survived even the old comedy itself. 
We have no reason however to believe that we 
witness its decline in him, as in the case of the 
last tragedians; for in all probability the old comedy 
was still rising in merit, and be himself one of its 
most perfect poets. It was very different with the 
old comedy and with tragedy ; the latter died a 
natural, and the former a violent death. Tragedy 
ceased to exist, because that species of poetry 
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seemed to be eKbaust^, because it was abandoiied^ 
and because no person could again rise to the same 
elevatMm^ Comedy was deprived by the hand of 
power of that unrestrained freedom which was 
necessary to its existence. Horace, in a few words, 
informs us of this catastrophe. “ To these (Thespis 
and iEschylus) followed the old comedy, not with^ 
out great praise ; but its freedom degenerated into 
licentiousness, and into a violence which deservedly 
called for the interposition of the law. The law 
was enacted, and the chorus preserved an unworthy 
sitencoi after it was deprived of the power to 
injure.”* Towards the end of the Peloponnesian wari 
when a few individuals, contrary to the constitution, 
bad assumed the supreme authority in Athens, a 
law was enacted, empowering every person attacked 
by comic poets, to bring them to justice ; and a 
prohibition was issued against the introduction of 
real persons on the stage, or the use of such iiiask^ 
as bore a resemblance to tbeir features, &c. This 
gave ri^ to what is called the middle comedy. 

same form was still continued ; and the re- 
ppesentatioD, though not allegorical, remained always 
a parody. But the essence existed no more, arid 
this species must have become insipid when no longer 
seasoned by the salt of personal ridicule. Its whole 
attraetkm consisted in idealising jocularly the neatest 
reality^ that is, in representing it under the light of 

* Successit vetus his comedia, nos sine mulU 
Laade, sed in vitium libertas excidit, et vim 
l^gnam lege regi : lex est accepta: chorusque 
, Tuipiter obdeuit, sutdato jura nocendi. ' " 



DRAMATIC LiraRATURE. 


20 ^ 


the most preposterous perversity ; and how was it 
possible to lash even the general errors of the 
state, without giving displeasure to individuals. I 
cannot therefore agree with Horace in the opinion 
that its abuse gave rise to this restriction. The 
old comedy flourished during the existence of the 
Athenian liberty ; and both were oppressed under 
the same circumstances, and by the same persons. 
So iar from the calumnies of Aristophanes having 
been the occasion of the death of Socrates, as many 
persons, without a knowledge of history, have 
thought proper to assert (for the Clouds were com* 
posed a great number of years before), it was under 
the same violent usurpation of power that the spor* 
tive censure of Aristophanes was reduced to silence, 
and the graver animadversions of the incorruptible 
Socrates were punished with death. We do not 
see that the persecution of Aristophanes was pro* 
ductive of any detriment to Euripides ; the people 
of Athens beheld with admiration the tragedies of 
the one, and their parody by the other, represented 
on the same stage; every variety of talent was 
allowed to flourish undisturbed in the enjoyment of 
; equal rights. Never was there sovereign, for such 
was the Athenian people, who could with better 
humour bear the most unwetcome truths, and even 
to be openly laughed at. Xf the abuses in the 
administration of the state were not by these means 
corrected, still it was a grand point that this un- 
reserved exposure should be even tolerated. Besides, 
Aristophanes always shows himself a zealous pa* 
triot; he attacks the powerful deeeivers of the 
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people^ those wh^om the grave Thucydides describes 
aa^so pestileatial ; be counselled peace in the civil- 
ivar, which for ever destroyed the prosperity of 
Greece ; he every where recommends the sim- 
plicity and austerity of ancient manners. So much 
for the political import of the old comedy. 

But I bear it said^ Aristophanes was an immoral 
buffoon. Yes, among other things, he was that 
ako; and we are by no means disposed to justify 
the man, who with such great talents, could allow 
himself to sink so very low, whether from the imr 
pulse of rude inclinations, or from an idea of the 
necessity of gaining over tiie people, that he might 
tell them bold and unpleasant truths. We know 
at least that he boasts of having been much more 
sparing than his rivals in the use of obscene jests 
to g^in the laughter of the mob, and of having 
in this carried his art to perfection. Tiiat we may 
not be unjust towards him, we must consider what 
appears in him so repulsive to us, not according to 
modern ideas, but in the point of view of the then 
state of the world. In many respects the ethics of. 
the ancients were altogether different from ours^ and 
of a much freer character. This arose from the 
very nature of their religion, which was a true 
natural worship, and bad sanctioned many public 
customs grossly injurious to decency. Besides from 
the very retired manner in which the wemen lived,* 

* This brings us to the consideration of the question so inuch 
agitated by antiquaries, whether tb'e Grectah wbmOh^ 
present at the representation^ of pli^, and more especially of 
comedies^ I consider myself entitled to tragedies 
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while the men were almost constantly together, 
the language of conversation possessed a certain 
rudeness, as is always the case under similar cir* 
cumstances* In modern Europe, sihce the origin 

they were present, as the story of tlie Euroenides in iBscbylus 
could not have been invented with any degree of propriety, had 
women never visited the theatre ; and as there is a passage in 
Plato, (Dc Leg. lib. ii. p. 658. D.) in which he mentions the 
predilection of cultivated females for tragical composition.-^ 
Moreover Julius Pollux, among the technical expressions re- 
lative to the theatre, mentions the Greek word for spectatress. 
But in the case of the old comedy, I should be inclined to think 
that they were not present. However, its indecency alone does 
not appear to be a decisive proof. Even in the religious fes- 
tivals the eyes of the women must have been esiiposed to many 
sights of great indecency. But in the numerous addresses in 
Aristophanes to the spectators, even where he distinguishes 
them according to their respective ages and otherwise, we 
never observe any mention of spectatresses, and the poet 
would hardly have omitted the opportunity which this afforded 
him for some witticism or joke. The only passage with which 
1 am acquainted, whence any conclusion may be drawn in favour 
of the presence of women, is Pax, o. 96S — 967. But still ft 
remains doubtful, and I recommend it to the consideration of 
the critic.-— Authoa. 

There is an express mention of women in the passage here 
alluded to : 

OIKETHS. 

■ — .- T tfr 

•M Irrii' ev ii^id'iir 9^u 

TPrrAxos. 

but then their presence might possibly be feigned to give a 
handle for the coane jtdee which follows, 

V eMUHc Taaws. . 
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of chivulry, women have given the tone of social 
life, and to the respectful homage which we yield 
to them, we owe the prevalence of a nobler mora- 
lity in conversation, in the fine arts, and in poetry. 
Besides, the ancient comic writers, who took the 
world as they found it, had before their eyes a very 
great degree of corruption of morals. 

The most honourable testimony in favour of Ari- 
stophanes, is that of the sage Plato, who, in an 
epigram, says that the Graces would have selected 
his mind for their residence, who constantly read 
him, and who transmitted the Clouds to Dionysius 
the elder, with the remark, that from this play (in 
which, with the trade of the sophists, philosophy 
itself, and even his master Socrates, were attacked,) 
he would be able to become acquainted with the 
state of Athens. He could hardly mean merely 
that the play might be considered a proof of the 
unbridled democratic freedom which prevailed in 
Athens, but must have intended to acknowledge 
the profound knowledge of the world possessed by 
the poet, and his insight into the whole machineiy 
of the civil constitution. Plato has also charac- 
terized him in an admirable manner in his Sym- 
posion, where he puts into his mouth a speech on 
love, which Aristophanes, far from every thing like 
high enthusiasm, considers merely in a sensual 
view. His description of it is however equally 
original and ingenious. 

might apply to the pieces of Aristophanes 
tflb'*^ inotto of a pleasant and acute adventurer in 
^the; ‘‘ Mad but wise.” Here we are best en- 
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abled to conceive why the dramatic art was con- 
secrated to Bacchus: it is the drunkenness of 
poetry, the Bacchanalia of fun* This faculty will 
at times assert its rights as well as others; and 
hence several nations have set apart certain festivals, 
such as Saturnalia, Carnivals, &c* in which the 
people may give themselves altogether up to frolic- 
some follies, that when once the fit is over, they 
may remain quiet, and apply themselves to serious 
concerns during the rest of th^s year. The old 
comedy is a general masking of the world, during 
which many things happen that are not authorised 
by the ordinary rules of propriety, but during 
which also many things that are diverting, witty, and 
even instructive, come out, which without this mo- 
mentary suspension of order would never be heard of. 

However vulgar and even corrupted Aristo- 
phanes may have been in his personal inclinations, 
and however much some of his jokes may have 
violated the laws of morality and taste, we cannot 
deny to him, both in the general plan and ex- 
ecution of his poems, the praise of care, and the 
masterly hand of a finished artist. His language is 
extremely elegant, it displays the purest Atticism, 
and he accommodates it with the greatest dexterity 
to every tone, from the most fiimiliar dialogue up 
to the high elevation of the dithyrambic ode. We 
cannot doubt that he would have been equally suc- 
cessful in grave poetry, when we see the wanton 
luxuriance with which he sometimes lavisbas. 4, 
for the purpose of immediately destroying the; i^ar 
pression. The elegant choice of ttto iaiiguii^ 
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which he generally uses is the more attractive from 
the contrast occasionalljr^displayed^hy him ; for be 
not only indulges at times in the rudest expressions 
of the people, in foreign dialects, and even in the 
mutilated articulation of the Greek in the mouths 
of barbarians, but he extends the same arbitrary 
power, which he exercised over nature and human 
affairs, to language itself, and by composition, al- 
lusion to names of persons, or imitation of particular 
sounds, produces words of the most singular de- 
scription. The structure of his versification is not 
less artificial than that of the tragedians ; be uses 
the same forms, but difierently modified : his ob- 
ject is ease and variety instead of gravity and dig- 
nity; but amidst all this apparent irregularity he 
still adheres with great accuracy to the laws of 
metrical composition. As Aristophanes appears to 
me to have displayed, in the exercise of his separate 
but infinitely varied art, the richest developement of 
almost every poetical property, whenever I read 
bis works, 1 am equally astonished at the extra- 
ordinary qualifications which they suppose his 
spectators to have possessed. We might expect, 
from the citizens of a popular government, an 
intimate acquaintance with the history and constitu- 
tion of their country, with public events and trans- 
actions, with the peculiarities of all their con- 
tempbraries of any note or consequence. But 
Ari^phanes supposes his audience to have also 
possessed an extensive acquaintance with the me- 
chanism of poetiy, they must have had almost 
every word of the tragical master-pieces by heart, to 
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t5 understand liis pakudies. And i^hat a quick prc^ 
sebce of mind they have Rad to catch in such a 
rapid flight, thelightest and h)bst complicated irony, 
the most unexpected saiTies,^ and' unusual allusions, 
which are frequently dehbted by the mere inflection 
of a syllable 1 We may boldly affirm, that holwith- 
standing all the ejcplanations which have coithe dowti 
to us, notwithstanding the accumulation of learning 
whibh has been displayed, the half of the wit of Aris- 
tophanes is altogether lost to the moderns. Hiese 
comedies which, amidst all their farcical peculiarities, 
display the most extensive knowledge of human life, 
could only as a source of popular amusement be pro- 
perly understood and appretiated by the incredible 
acuteness and vivacity cf the Attic intellect We may 
envy the poet who could reckon on so clever and ac- 
complish^ a public; but this was in truth a’ very 
dangerous advantage, Spectators, whose under- 
standing were so quick, would hot be easily pleased, 
Aristoj^anes complains of tfie excessive fastidious- 
ness of the taste of tjle Athenians, with whom the 
most admired of his predecessors were iminedi- 
ately out of favour, when the smallest trace of a 
falling off in thCir mental powers was perceivable^ 
But again, he allows that the other Greeks bore 
not the slightest comparison t6 them in a kiiow- 
Ihdge bif the dramatic art. *AU the* talents of 
Athens strove to excel In this department, anil 
til e competition was limited to tlie short period ' of 
a. few festivals, during which the people always 
expected a successibh of novelties. The disltribu- 
tibh of the prilzeir {on which ' all d'epeh^d, tfore 
yoL. I. P 
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being no other remaining notification of the public 
c^nioii) was determined by a single representa- 
tion. ;We may easily imagine the state of per- 
fection which this representation would attain 
under the directing care of the poet. If we also 
take into consideration the high state of the tri- 
butary arts, the utmost distinctness of delivery 
of the most finished poetry, both in speaking and 
singing, with the magnificence and great extent of 
the theatre, we shall then have some idea of a 
theatrical enjoyment, which has never, in an equal 
degree, been since known in the world. 

Although, among the remaining works of Aristo- 
phanes, we have several of his earliest pieces, they all 
bear the same stamp of maturity. But he had long 
laboured, in silence, to perfect himself in the exercise 
of an art which he conceived to be of all others the 
most difficult; nay, from diffidence (in bis own 
words, like a young maiden who consigns to the care 
of others the child of her secret love), he even gave 
out his earliest pieces under concealed names. He 
appeared for the first time without tliis disguise in 
the ^hrsemen, and here be displayed the most un- 
daunted resolution in openly attacking the popular 
opinion. His object was notliing less than the 
overthrow of Cleon, who after the death of Pericles 
was at the head of all state affairs, and who was a 
j)ramoter of war, and a worthless and vulgar man, 
but at same time the idol of an infatuated 
people. The only opponents of Cleon were the, 
rich proprietors who constituted the class of horse- 
l^^n or Knights; ^ey were interwoven by Aris- 
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tophanes in the strongest manner in his party, as 
they formed the chorus. He had used the pre- 
caution of never naming Cleon, though he por- 
trayed him in such a way that it was impossible to 
mistake him. Yet such was the dread entertained 
of the party of Cleon, that no mask-maker would 
venture to execute his likeness : the poet therefore 
embraced the resolution of acting the part Inmself, 
with his face merely painted over. We may easily 
imagine the storms and tumults which this re- 
presentation must have excited among the assem- 
bled crowd ; the bold and well concerted efforts of 
the poet were however crowned with a successful 
result : his piece obtained the prize. He was 
proud of this theatrical heroism, and often alludes 
with a feeling of satisfaction to the Herculean 
valour with which he first combated the mighty 
monster. It is not easily possible for a play to be 
more historical and political ; and its rhetorical power 
in exciting our displeasure against Cleon is almost 
irresistible : it is a true dramatic Philippic. It does 
not however appear to me the most fortunate in 
point of amusement and invention. The thought 
of the serious danger which he was incurring may 
possibly have disposed him to a more serious tone 
than was suitable to comedy, or he may have been 
stimulated by the persecution already suffered from 
Cleon to vent his rage against him in too Archi- 
locfaeah a manner. When the storm of cutting in- 
vective is somewhat over, we have then saveral 
droll scenes, such as that where the two dema- 
gogues, the leather-dealer (that is^ Claon); and the 
r 2 
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sausage-seller, vie with each other by all manner 
of predictions and dainties to gain the favour, of 
Demos, a personification of the people, who haa 
become childish through age, a scene hiimoroua 
in the highest degree ; and the piece ends with a 
triumphal, rejoicing, which may almost be said td 
be affecting, when the scene changes from the 
Pnyx, the place where the people assembled, to 
the majestic Propylaeon, and when Demos, whose 
youth has been renewed in a wonderful manner, 
comes forward in the garb of an ancient Athenian, 
and shows that with early strength he has also 
recovered the sentiments of the age of the battle of 
Marathon. 

With the exception of this attack on Cleon, and 
with the exception also of the attacks on Euripides, 
whom he seems to have pursued with the most 
unrelenting perseverance, the other pieces of Aris- 
tophanes are not so exclusively, pointed against 
individuals. They have always a general, and for 
the most part a- very important aim, which the 
poet, with all his turnings, extravagance, and foreign 
intermixtures, never loses from his sight. The 
plays of Peace, Ackarme^ arid Lysisttata, will be 
found to recomniend peace; arid one object of 
the women in the assembly of the people, of the 
women at the festival of the Thesmophori£, and of 
Lysisiraia, is to threw ridicule on the relations 
and the morals of the l^ernale sex. In the Clouds 
he laughs it the metaphysics of the sophists, iti the 
Wasps at the rage of the Athenians for hearing and 
dSfcenhinihg law-suits ; the sul^ct cf the Frogs is 
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the decline of tlie tragic art^ and Plutus i& an alle- 
gory on the unju$t distribution of wealth. The 
Birds are, of all his pieces, the one of which the 
aim IS the least apparent, and it is on that very 
account one of the most diverting. 

Peace begins in the most spirited and lively 
manner ; the tranquilly-disposed Trygaeus rides on 
a dunghill-beetle to heaven in the manner of Belle- 
rophon ; War, a desolating giaqt, with Tumult his 
companion, in place of all the other gods, inhabits 
Olympus, and pounds the cities in a great mortar, 
making use of the celebrated generals as pestles ; 
Peace lies bound in a deep well, and is dragged up 
by a rope, through the united efforts of all the 
Grecian states : all these ingenious and fanciful 
inventions are calculated to produce the most lu- 
dicrous effect. The play is not however afterwards 
sustained at an equal elevation ; nothing remains 
but to sacrifice, and to carouse in honour of the 
recovered Goddess of Peace, when the importunate 
visits of such persons as found their advantage in 
war furnish an elegant entertainment, but one 
which by no means corresponds to the expectations 
to which the commeiusernent gives rise. We have 
here an additional example to prove that the ancient 
comic writers not only changed the decoration 
during the intervals, when the stage was empty, 
but also while an actor was in sight. The scene 
changes from Atticd to Olympus, lybile Trygseus is 
suspended in the air on his beetle, and calls 
anxiously to the director of the machineiy to take 
care that he does not break bis neck. His descent 
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into the orchestra a^mards denotes his return to 
tlie earth. It is possible to overlook the freedom 
taken by the tragedians with the unity of place and 
time) on which such ridiculous stress has been 
laid by many of the modems^ but the bold manner 
in which the old comic writer subjects these ex<* 
temal circumstances to his sportive caprice is so 
striking, that it must force kself on the attention of 
the most short^^sighted individual : and yet in all the 
treatises on the constitution of the Greek stage^ 
due respect has never yet been paid to it. 

The AcharntZy an earlier piece,* appears to me 
to possess a much higher degree of excellence than 
Peaccy on account of the continual progress of the 
story, and the increasing drollery, which at last 
ends in downright Bacchanalian revelry. Dikaiopo- 
lis, the honest citizen, enraged at the base artifices by 
which the people are deceived^ and by which they 
are induced to reject all proposals for peace, sends 
an embassy to Lacedsemon, and concludes a treaty 
for himself and his family. He then retires to tte 
country, and in spite of every obstacle, sets apart a 
piece of ground before his house, where there is a 
peaceful market for the people of the neighbouring 
states, while the rest of the country is suiting 
from the calamities of war. The blessings of peace 
are represented in the most tempting manner for 

* Tlie Didasealite give it a place in the year icamediately 
preceding the appearance pf the Horsemen, It is therefore 
the first of the remaining pieces of Aristophanes, and the only 
one of those which he gate oat under a concealed name, that 
has come down to US. 
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hungry stomachfii: th^ fat Boeotian brings his de** 
licious eels and poultry for sale^ and nothing is 
thought of but feasting and carousing. Lamachus, 
the celebrated general, who lives on the otlier side, 
is, in consequence of a sudden ei*uption of the 
enemies, called on to defend the frontiers ; Dikai- 
opolis on the other hand is invited by his neigh- 
bours to a feast, where every one brings his own 
drink. The preparations for war, and the prepara-* 
tions in the kitchen, are now carried on with equal 
industry and alacrity : here the lance is laid hold 
of, and there the spit; the harness lies in one 
corner, and the wine-flaggon in another; some are 
fixing feathers to their helmets, and others are 
plucking thrushes. Shortly afterwards Lamachus 
returns, supported by two of his companions in 
arms, with a broken bead and a lame foot, and from 
the other side we see Dikaiopolis carried in drunks 
by two good-natured maidens. The lamentations 
of the one are perpetually mimicked and ridiculed 
in the rejoicings of th^ other ; and W'ith this con- 
trast, which is carried to the very utmost extent, 
the piece is brought to a conclusion. 

Lysistratu is in such bad repute, that we dare 
only mention it in a cursory manner, as we are 
treading on burning ashes. According to the story 
of die' poet, the women have taken it into their 
heads, by means of a rigid determination, to com- 
pel thwr husbands to make peace. Under the 
guidance of a shrewd leader they organise a con- 
spiraicy for this purpose throughout all Greece, and 
at the tame time gain possession of the port of ^ 
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Ac|Fopo}is i» Athens, The lierd situation to whi^i 
men are reduced by this sepamtion gives rise 
to the most laughable scenes ; plenipotentiaries 
appear from the two hostile powers^ and peace is 
speedily concluded under the management of the 
sage Lysistrata. Notwithstanding the mad inde- 
cencies which are contained ia the piece^ its aim^, 
when stript of thepij is upon the whole extremely 
innocent: the longing :^r the enjoyment of do^ 
mestic joys, so often interrupted by the absence of 
the husbands, is made means of putting aa 
end to the calamitous war by which Greece had so 
long been torn in pieces. The honest bluntness of 
the Lacedemonians is here portrayed in a most 
inimitable manner. 

The EcclesiazmtB is in like manner a female 
government, but a much more depraved one than 
the former. The women steah in the dress of men, 
into the assemblies of the people, and by means of 
tile majority of voices which they have obtained in 
this clandestine manner, they decree a new con- 
stitution, in which there is to be a community^ of 
goods and of women. <This is a satire on the ideal 
r^ublics of the philosophers, with such laws as 
iProtagoras before Plato ba4 framed. The comedy 
appes^S to me to labour under the very same fault 
with Pence ; the introduction, the secret assembly 
of the women, their rehearsal of their parts as men, 
the counting of tlie popular assembly, are all 
handl^||l^ most masterly manner ; huttowairis 
the middle the antion stands still* Nothing re- 
Bg^ins Ibe reprej^tetion of the perple^itiesjand 
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4^iifesion which arifc the various coaimtiai* 
tie^s^ especially the cooiinunity of women, and from 
the prescribed equality of rights in the love of the 
old ati4 the ugly, as well as of the young and the 
beautiful. These perplexities are pleasant enough, 
but they turn too much on a repetition of the same 
joke.: Generally speaking, the old allegorical comedy 
is exposed to the danger of sinking in its progress. 
When w'e begin with turning the world upside 
down, the most wonderful incidents follow one 
another as a matter of course, but they lire apt to 
appear petty and ipsigniticant, . when compared 
with the decisive traits qf a frolicsome nature^ 
which are first exhibited. 

The Th€smophoriazus(B l>as a proper inh^igue, a 
knot which is first loosed at the conclusion, and 
possesses therefore a great advantage over the rest. 
Euripides, on account of the well known hatred of 
women displayed in bis tragedies, was to be ac- 
cused and condemned at the festival of the Thes-* 
anophorise, where women only were admissible* 
After a fruitless attempt to induce the effeminate 
poet Agathon to undertake the hazs^idous experi- 
ment, Eyiripides pi^o^ils on bis aged father«iti*law, 
Mnesiloebas, to disguise hiipself as a'woman* that 
under this assumed appearance he may plead his 
qanae* The manner in which he does this gives 
rise to suspicions, and be is discovered to be a man; 
he flies to the altar fpr , refuge, and to secui?e him- 
self still more from the impending dangcr> he 
snatches a child from jtbe arms of one of w^omen, 
and threatens to kill it if they do not to per- 
1 
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secute him. When he attempts to strangle it, it 
turns out to be a leather wine^flask wrap{}ed up 
like a child. Euripides now appears in a number 
of different shapes to save his friend : at one time 
he is Menelaus^ who finds Helen again in Egypt; 
at another time he is Echo^ who asists the fettered 
Andromeda to pour out her lamentations, and im- 
mediately afterwards he appears as Perseus^ who 
wishes to relieve her from her rock. He at length 
accomplishes the freedom of Mnesilochus from the 
sort of pillory in which be»was confined, by as- 
suming the character of a procuress, and enticing 
away the officer of justice who guards him, a simple 
barbarian, by the charms of a female flute player. 
These parodied scenes, composed almost entirely in 
the very words of the tragedies, are inimitable. 
We may always, generally speaking, lay our ac- 
count with the most ingenious and apposite ridicule, 
whenever Euripides happens to be introduced; it 
seems as if the mind of Aristophanes had possessed 
a peculiar and specific power of giving a comic 
turn to the poetry of this tragedian. 

The Clouds is well known, but has not how- 
ever for the most part been either sufficiently un- 
derstood or appreciated. The object of the piece is 
to show, that by a fondness for philosophical sub- . 
tledes the warlike exercises come to be ne^ected, 
that speculation only serves to shake the founda- 
tions of religion and morals, and that by the arts 
of sophistry, every right is rendered quest^nable, 
and the worst cause is frequently victorious. The 
Clouds themselves, as the chorus of the piece (for. ^ 
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the poet converts these substances into persons^ and 
dresses them out in a singular enough manner), 
are an allegory on the metaphysical sj^iilations 
which do not rest on the ground of experience, but 
float about, without any definite shape or body, in 
the kingdom possibilities. We may observe in 
general that it is one of the peculiarities of the 
mirth of Aristophanes to adopt a metaphor literally, 
and to exhibit it in this way before the eyes of the 
spectators. It is said of a man addicted to unin- 
telligible reveries, that he is up in the clouds, and 
accordingly Socrates is actually let down in a basket 
at his first appearance. Whether this applies ex- 
actly to him is another question; but we have 
reason to believe tliat the philosophy of Socrates 
was of a very ideal cast, and that it was by no 
means so limited to popular application, as Xeno- 
phon would have us to believe. But why has 
Aristophanes given us a personification of the so« 
phistical metaphysics in the venerable Socrates, 
who was himself a determined opponent of the 
Sophists ? There was probably some personal 
grudge .at the bottom of this, and we must not 
attempt to justify it; but the choice of the name by 
no means diminishes the merit of the picture itself. 
Aristophanes declares this play the most elaborate 
of all his works: but in his opinions we are not 
always to take him exactly at his word. He la-- 
visbes upon himself on all occasiems, and without 
the least hesitation, the most extravagant praises ; 
and this was considered to constitute a part of the 
freedoms which comedy was allowed to take* But 
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tbjs Clouids was t»^ted with great severity at its 
rep^ei^ntatipn, and twice contended ia vain for the 
pri?e* 

The Froggy as we have already p^id, is a piece of 
which the subject is the decline of the tragic art. 
Euripides was dead, as well as Sophocles and Aga- 
thon, and none but poets of the second rank were 
then remaining. Bacchus feels the want of Eu- 
ripides, and resolves on bringing him back from 
the world below. In this he imitates Hercules, 
hut although be is furnished with his lion-skin and 
club, he is very unlike him in his sentiments, and 
affords us, by his pusillanimity, much matter for 
laughter. Here we have a characteristic specimen 
of the audacity of Aristophanes ; he does not even 
spare the patron of his own art, in whose honour 
the drama was exhibited. It was thought that the 
gods understood a joke as well, if not better, than 
men. Bacchus rows over the Acherusian lake, 
where the frogs greet him with their melodious 
croakings. The proper chorus however consists of 
the shades of those initiated in the Eleusinian mys- 
teries, and odes of astonishing beauty am. put in 
their mouths. iEsebylus had at first seated himself 
oil the tragic throne in the world below, but Eu- 
ripides was now desirous of ejecting him from it. 
Pluto presides, and appoints Bacchus to determine 
this great controversy ; the two poets, the sublune 
aig^^^enraged ^schylus, and the subtle and vain 
ides, take opposite positions and deliver speci- 
|pf their poetical powers ; they sing and speak 
it eads otbei^ md m all their features are 
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chai^cterised in ttie most masterly manner. At 
last a balance is brought, on which each of theih 
lays a verse ; but notwthstanding all the eflForts of 
Euripides to produce heavy verses, those of -®schy- 
lus always mske the scale of his rival kick the 
beam. At last he becomes impatient of the con- 
flict, arid proposes that Euripides himself, with all 
his works, his wife, children, and Kephisophdn, 
shall get* into one scale, and he will only put ihto 
the other two verses. Bacchus has in the mean 
time been gained over to ^schylds, and although 
he swore to Euripides that he vvould take him 
back from the world below, he dismisses him with 
a parody of one of his own verses in Hippolytus ; 

The tongue swore, however I make choice of -^schylus. 

iEschylus consequently returns to the living, arid 
delivers over the tragic throne in bis absence to 
Sophocles, 

The observation on the changes of place, which 
I made when mentioning Peace^ may be here 
repeated. The scene is first at Thebes, of which 
both Bacchus and Hercules were natives; the stage 
is afterwards changed, without its ever being left by 
Bacchus, to the nearest side of the Acherrisian lake, 
which must have been represented by the opening 
of the orchestra, and it was not till Bacchus landed 
at the other etid of the logeum that the deObi^tibihS 
represented the world below, with the palace of 
Pluto liii the back ground. I'his* is ebn- 

jectiini, it is 'ttpres^y statei^ by the oll^^cbblikst. 
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The Wasps is in my opinion the feeblest piece df 
Ari8to|>hanes« The subject is too limited, the folly 
represented appears a disease of too singular a de- 
scription, without a sufficient universality of appli- 
cation, and the action is drawn out to too great a 
length. The poet speaks this time in very modest 
language of his means of entertainment, and does 
not even promise us an immoderate laughter. 

the other hand, the Birds transports us, by 
one of the boldest and richest inventions, into the 
kingdom of the fantastically wonderful, and delights 
us with a display of the gayest hilarity : it is a 
merry, rapid, and highly varied composition. I 
cannot agree with the old critic in thinking that 
this work is chiefly characterised by its general and 
undisguised satire on the corruptions of the Athe- 
nian state, and of all human institutions. It seems 
rather to be marked by a display of the most harm- 
less pranks, in which gods as well as mortals par- 
ticipate, and the poet does not seem to have had 
any particular aim in view. Whatever in natural 
history, in mythology, in the doctrine of divination, 
in the fables of -3Esop, or even in proverbial ex- 
pressions, contained any thing remarkable with 
relation to birds, has been ingeniously drawn by 
the poet within his circle; be goes even back to 
cosmogony, and shows that at first the raven-winged 
night laid a wind-egg, over which tlie lovely Eros, 
with golden pinions (without doubt a bird), brooded, 
and thence occasioned the origin of all things. 
Two fugitives of the human race fall into the do- 
minion of the birds, who resolve to revenge theq[i<* 

5 



DRAMATIC UTERATUR:^. 

•elves on them for the numerous cruelties which 
they have suffered: the two men contrive to save 
themselves by convincing the birds of their pre- 
eminency over all other creatures, and they advise 
them to collect all their strength in one immense 
state ; the wondrous city, CloMdcuokooburg, is then 
built above the earth ; all sorts of unbidden guests, 
priests, poets, soothsayers, geometers, scribes, syco- 
phants, wish to nestle in the new state, but are 
driven out; new gods are appointed, naturally 
enough, after the image of the birds, as those of 
men bore a resemblance to themselves; the old 
gods are shut out from Olympus, so that no odour 
of sacrihccs can reach them ; in their emergency, 
they send an embassy, consisting of the carnivorous 
Hercules, Neptune, who, according to the com- 
mon expression, swears by Neptune, and a Thracian 
god, who is not very familiar with Greek, but speaks 
a sort of mixed jargon ; but yet these gods are 
under the necessity of submitting to the proposed 
conditions, and the sovereignty of the world re- 
mains to the birds. However much all this re- 
sembles a mere farcical joke, it may be said how- 
ever to have this philosophical signification, that it 
considers all things from above in a sort of bird's- 
eye view, whereas the most of our ideas are only 
true in a human point of view. 

The old critics were of opinion that Cratinus 
was powerful in living satire and direct attack, but 
that he was deficient in a pleasant humour, in the 
talept of developing his subject in an advantageous 
manner, and filling up his pieces with tlxe neces- 
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sarjr details; that Eupolis was agreeable in hii 
jocularity, and skilful in the use of ingenious allu- 
sions and contrivances, so that he never even needed 
the assistance of the parabasis to say whatever he 
eh^e, but that be Was deficient in satirical force ; 
that Aristophanes, by a happy middle course, united 
the advantages of both, and that in hiUi we have 
satire and pleasantry combined in the most perfect 
and attractive manner. Frotn these statements I 
conceive myself justified in assuming that among 
the pieces of Aristophanes, the Horsemen is the 
most in the style of Cratinus, and the Birds the 
nearest to the style of Eupolis ; and that he had 
their respective manners in view when he composed 
these pieces. For although he boasts of his inde- 
pendent originality, and of his never borrowing any 
thing from others, it was hardly possible that 
among such distinguished associates, all mutual 
influence* should be excluded. If the opinion to 
which I have alluded is well founded, we have to 
lament the loss of the wotks of Cratinus, perhaps 
principally for the light which they threw on the 
manners of the times, and the knowledge which 
they displayed of the Athenito constitution, and 
the loss of the works of Eupolis, chiefly for the 
comic form in which they were delivered. 

Piu4us was one of the earlier pieces of the poet, 
but as we have it, it is one of* his last wen-ks ; for 
the first piece was afterwards recast by bitn. In its 
essence it belongs to the old comedy, but in the 
i^llmgness of personal satire^ and in the mild tone 
prevails throughout the whole, we may 
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perceive an approximation to the middle comedy. 
The old comedy was first decisively suppressed by 
a formal enactment, but before this event Aris- 
tophanes may have deemed it prudent to avoid 
exercising his dcmocratical prerogative in all its 
extent. It has even been said (perhaps without 
any foundation, as the circumstance has been 
denied by others) that Alcibiades ordered Eupolis 
to be drowned on account of a piece which he had 
aimed at him. Dangers of this description would 
repress the most ardent zeal of authorship : it is 
but just that those who are desirous of affording 
pleasure to their fellow citizens should at least be 
secure in their lives. 
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As we do not, so far as I know, possess any thing like a 
satbfactory poetical translation of Aristophanes, and as this 
author, for many reasons, will ever be untranslatable, I 
have been induced to communicate to my readers the scene 
in the AcharncOy in which Euripides makes his appearance ; 
not because this piece does not contain many other scenes of 
equal, if not superior merit, but because it has a reference to 
the character of this tragedian as an artist, and because it is 
both free from indecency, and may be easily understood. 

The Acharnians, a country people of Attica, who have suf- 
fered a great deal from the enemy, are highly enraged at 
Dikaiopolis on account of the peace which he has concluded 
with the Lacedaemonians, and have determined to stone him. 
He undertakes to speak for the Lacedaemonians, remaining 
all the time behind a block, that he may lose his head if he 
docs not succeed in convincing them. On account of this 
ticklish undertaking, he calls on Euripides, for the purpose of 
obtaining from him the tattered garments in which his heroes 
were in the habit of exciting commiseration. We must 
suppose the house of the tragic poet to occupy the middle of 
the back ground.* 


* The translation of M. Schlegel is in a sort of free measure, 
which, as far as my limited knowledge of German parody will 
allow me to judge, seems to resemble that of the original. The 
nearest approximation to the ancient lambic, which would be 
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Dikaiopolis. 

It is now time to pluck up a valiant resolution. 

And therefore must I pay a visit to Euripides. 

Boy, boy ! 

Kephisophon (appears J, 

Who is there ? 

D1KA10P01.TS. 

Is Euripides within? S95 

Kephisophon. 

He is within, and yet not within, if you can understand that. 

Dikaxopoeis. 

How within and not within ? 

Kephisopmoit. 

It is ail very true however, old man. 
His mind is out collecting verses,-^ 

And not within. But he himself is aloft composing 
A tragedy. 

Dikatopolis. 

O thrice fortunate Euripides, 400 

Who possessest a servant of such shrewd discernment. 

Call him. 

Kephisophon. 

It is impossible. 

Dikaiopolis. 

But you must— 

I will not go, but continue to knock at the door* 

Euripides, my little Euripides ! f 

Hear me if ever you heard any man. 405 

Dikaiopolis calls you, the Chollidian, 1. 

Euripides* 

1 have not time. 


tolerated in English, is our blank verse; but I have confined 
myself to a translation in prose, in which the line of Greek is 
contained in the line of English.— ’T rans. 

* The GH'eek diminutive txox^ is here correctly expressed 
by the German verschen, but I suspect versicle would not be 
tolerated in English.— ^Trans. 

i in the German JBwnjpirfrWw.— Trans. 

a 2 
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Dikaiofolis. 

Come roll yourself out.* 

Euripides. 

It is impossible.t 
Dikaiofolis. 


Come consent. 

Euripides* 

Well) I wDl roll myself out. 1 have not time to come down. 
Dikaiofolis. 


Euripides. 


Euripides. 

Why do you bawl so. 

Dikaiofolis. 

What! you are composing aloft then, 410 

Instead of below. You are famous at representing the lame. 
Have you the rags there you use in tragedies. 

The dress of commiseration ? You arc the roan for beggars ! 

1 kneel down in supplication to you, Euripides. 

Give me the rags of one of your old plays ; 415 

1 have a long speech to make to the chorus. 

And if 1 do not succeed 1 must expect death. 

Euripides. 

What rags do you want ? Those in which old CEneus, 

That unfortunate old man, stood the combat f 
Dikaiofolis. 

No, it was not (Eneus, but a person still more wretched. 420 
Euripides. 

Those of the blind Phoenix f 

Dikaiofolis. 

No, not Phoenix, no: 

It was another, still more miserable than Phcenix. 

Euripides. 

What sort of rags does the man want f 
O ! you mean those of the beggar Philoctetus. 


* A technical expression from the Encydlema, which was 
thrust out, 

t Euripides appears in the upper story; but Ss in an altana, 
or sitting in an open gallery. 
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Dikaiopolis. 

No, but a person still more beggarly. 425 

Euripides. 

You mean perhaps the sordid habiliments 
In which the lame Bellerophon was attired ^ 

Dikaiopolis. 

Not Bellerophon. The man 1 mean 
Was lame, demanded alms, garrulous, aud bold of speech. 
Euripides. 

O ! I know — Telephus the Mysian — 

Dikaiopolis. 

Ay, Telephus, 430 

(live me this man’s apparel, 1 beseech you. 

Euripides. 

Boy, give him the rags of Telephus, 

They lie there, above the rags of Thyestes, 

And under those of Inous. 

Kefhisopho)!. 

Here ! take them away. 
Dikaiopolis {^clothing himself in them), 

0 Jupiter, who lookest down on, and seest through every 

thing,* 435 

Assist me in equipping myself most miserably. 

Euripides, as you have favoured me with these, 

Give me also the concomitants of the rags : 

The little Mysian cap to put upon my head ; 

For to-day 1 must look like a beggar, 440 

Yet still remain who I am, though 1 do not appear so.f 
The spectators must know wlio 1 am, 

But the chorus stand round like fools. 

That 1 may tickle them with my rhetorical flowers. 

Euripides. 

1 will give it to you ; for your contrivance is admirable. 445 


♦ Allusion to the holes in the mantle, while he holds it up 
against the light. 

t These two lines, and line 446, are taken from the tragedy 
of Telephus. 
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DiKAlOPOLlS. 

Hail to thee, Telephus ! as far as 1 can perceive, 

It succeeds: already 1 feel myself filling with elegancies of 
expression. 

But I still want the beggar’s staff. 

Euripides. 

Here, take it, and depart from these stone posts. 

Dikaiopolis. 

O niy mind, thou seest how 1 am driven from this habitation 450 

In want of many little things. Become now 

Tough and obstinate in beggary and praying. Euripides, 

Give me a little basket in which a hole has been burnt by the 
lanthorn. 

Euripides. 

What occasion hast thou, O wretched man, for this basket ? 
Dikaiopolis. 

No occasion at all, but still I wish to take it. 455 

Euripides. 

Begone now, leave the house, you become importunate. 
Dikaiopolis. 

Alas ! 

May you be as happy as ever your mother was.* 

Euripides. 

Come, leave me now. 

Dikaiopolis. 

No, you must give me one thing yet, 

A little cup broken round the brim. 

Euripides. 

There take it and begone. Know that you are now trouble- 
some. 460 

Dikaiopolis. 

Thou knowest not, by Zeus, the evils which thou occasionest. 
But O I sweetest Euripides, still one thing yet, 

Give me a little pot filled with fungi. 

Euripides. 

O man, thou wilt carry off the whole tragedy. 

Take it too, and depart. 


^ A poor retailer of vegetables. 
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Dikaiopolis, 

I go now. 4f65 

But what am I to do ? I must still have one thing, or if 1 have 
it not, 

1 am ruined. Hear me, O sweetest Euripides ! 

When I have this 1 shall be gone, and not tease you longer.^ 
Give me the refuse cabbage leaves in the baskeUf 
Euripides. 

You ruin me. See there! My whole play has disappeared. 470 
Dikaiopolis (appearing as if he voished to go). 

Nothing more now. Now [ go. 1 am in truth very 
Troublesome, not seeming to dread those who command. 

O wretched man that 1 am, 1 am ruined ! I have forgot 
One thing, which of all others is the most important, 

My dearest little Euripides ! O my darling, 475 

May I perish miserably, but I must still beg one thing from you, 
One thing alone, this alone, this one thing alone ; 

Give me the chervil which you inherited from your mother. 
Euripides. 

The man is insulting me — shut the door on him. 

(The Encpclema shuts^ and Euripides and Kephisophon 
retire into the house.) 

Dikaiopolis. 

0 my mind, we must proceed without the chervil, 480 

But art thou aware what a conflict awaits thee, 

Having to plead the cause of the Lacedaemonians. 

Proceed now, O my mind, behold the contest 1 

Why dost thou hesitate? hast thou not devoured Euripides ? 

Thou shall be extolled. Come then, O wretched heart, 485 
Repair thither, and there have thy head 
In readiness for the block, saying what seems best to thee. 
Courage ! proceed I be of good cheery my heart. 


* This line is omitted in the German translation. — Trans. 
t This and line 479 allude to the employment of the mother 
of Euripides. 
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Whether the middle comedy was a distinct species. — Origin of 
the new comedy. — A mixed species. — Its prosaic character. — 
Whether versification is essential to comedy. — Subordinate 
kinds. — Pieces of character, and of intrigue. — The comic of 
observation, of self-consciousness, and arbitrary comic.— 
Morality of comedy.— Plautus and Terence as imitators of 
the Greeks here cited and characterised for want of the 
originals.— Moral and social aim of the Attic comedy.— 
Statues of two comic authors. 

The ancient critics mention the existence of a 
middle comedy, between the new and the old. Its 
distinctive peculiarities are variously stated : at one 
time in the abstinence from personal satire, and 
the introduction of real characters, and at another 
time in the dismissal of the chorus. The intro- 
duction of real persons under their true names was 
at no time an indispensable requisite. We find 
characters in many pieces, even of Aristophanes, in 
no respect historical, but altogether fictitious, with 
significant names in the manner of the new 
comedy, and personal satire is only occasionally 
resorted to. The right of personal satire was no 
doubt essential to the old comedy, as I have already 
attempted to show ; and by losing this right the 
comic writers were no longer enabled to throw 
ridicule on public actions and the state. When 
they confined themselves to private life, the chorus 
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ceased to have any longer a signification. An ac- 
cidental circumstance contributed to accelerate its 
removal. The dress and instruction of the chorus 
required a great out-lay; but when comedy came 
to forfeit its political privileges, and consequently 
also its festal dignity, and was degraded to a mere 
source of amusement, tbe poet found no longer any 
rich patrons to defray the expense of the chorus. 

Platonius gives us still another trait of the middle 
comedy. On account of the danger of alluding to 
public affairs, the comic writers, he says, had turned 
all their powers of satire against serious poetry, 
both epic anil tragic, and exposed its absurdities 
and contradictions ; and the ^olosikon of Aristo- 
phanes^ which was written at a late period of his 
life, was of such a kind. This description involves 
the idea of parody, which we included under the 
old comedy at our commencement. Platonius gives 
us the Ulysses of Cratinus, a burlesque of the 
Odyssey, as an instance. But no play of Cratinus 
could, in the order of time, belong to the middle 
comedy ; for his death is mentioned by Aristophanes 
in his Peace. And as to the drama of Eupolis, in 
which he described what is called by us a Utopia, or 
lubberly land, what else was it but a parody of the 
poetical tales of the golden age ? Are not the as- 
cent to heaven of Trygaeus, and the descent to hell 
of Bacchus in Aristophanes, ludicrous imitations of 
the deeds of Bellerophon and Hercules, sung in 
epic and tragic poetry ? Many other parodies of 
tragic scenes might be mentioned. In the limita- 
tion to this peculiarity, we shall in vain seek for a 
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real and distinct line of separation. The frolicsome 
caprice, and allegoric signification of the composi* 
lion are, poetically considered, the only essential 
peculiarities of the old comedy. Wherever we find 
them, we shall rank the work in this class, in 
whatever times, and under whatever circumstances, 
it may have been composed. 

As the new comedy arose merely from the in- 
terdiction of the old, that is, the depriving it of its 
political freedom, we may easily conceive that an 
interval of vacillation, and endeavours to supply its 
place, would take place before a new comic form 
could be developed and fully established. Hence 
there may have been several kinds of the middle 
comedy, several gradations between the old and the 
new ; and in this opinion some men of learning 
have concurred. This is therefore a matter of his- 
torical certainty ; but in a technical point of view, 
a transition is not a sejjarate kind. 

We proceed therefore immediately to the new 
comedy, the species of poetry which with us re- 
ceives the appellation of comedy. I imagine that 
wc shall form a more correct notion of this species, 
if we consider it in connexion with the history of 
art, and from an examination of its various in^ 
gredients pronounce it mixed and conditional, thajn 
if we were to term it an original and pure species, 
as is done by those who either care nothing for the 
old comedy, or|||pnsider it as a mere rude coin- 
menceraenJii^ B^ce the infinite importance of 
Aristophjil^, as we have in him what there is no 
other esample of in the world. 
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The new comedy may, in certain respects, be 
described as the old, in a tamed state, but in pro* 
ductions of genius, tameness is not generally con- 
sidered as praise. The new comic writers en- 
deavoured to supply the place of the unconditional 
freedom of satire and gaiety, which was lost by a 
mixture of seriousness borrowed from tragedy, both 
in the form of the representation and general deve- 
lopement, and in the impressions which they la- 
boured to produce. We have seen that tragic 
poetry, in its last epoch, descended from its ideal 
elevation, and approached near to common reality, 
both in the characters and in the tone of the 
dialogue, but riiore especially in the endeavour after 
practical instruction respecting the manner in which 
civil and domestic life might best 'be regulated. — 
This attempt at utility in Euripides was ironically 
praised by Aristophanes.* Euripides was the pre- 
cursor of the new comedy; and the poets of this 
species have always admired him in a particular 
manner, and acknowledged him as their master.—* 
The similarity of tone and spirit is even so great, 
that moral maxims of Euripides have been ascribed 
to Menander, and of Menander to Euripides. On 
the other hand, we find among the fragments of 
Menander, consolatiops which rise to the height of 
the true tragic tone. • 

Hence the new comedy is a mixture of serious- 
ness and mirth.t The poet no longer himself turns 

* The Frogs^ v. 971—991. 

t The original here is not susceptible of an exact translation 
kxto English. Though the German language has this great 
6 
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poetry and the world into ridicule, he no longer 
gives himself up to a sportive and frolicsome in- 
spiration, but endeavours to discover the ridiculous 
in the objects themselves ; in human characters and 
their situations he paints what occasions mirth, in 
a word, what is pleasant and laughable. But it 
must no longer appear as the mere creation of his 
fancy, but seem probable, that is, real. Hence we 
must again modify the comic ideal of human nature 
which we laid down above by this law, and de- 
termine the different kinds and gradations of the 
comic accordingly. 

The highest tragic seriousness, as I have already 
shown, runs always into the infinite ; and the object 
of tragedy, properly speaking, is the struggle be- 
tween the finite and outward existence, and the 
inward disposition which grasps at infinitude. The 
subdued seriousness of the new comedy, on the 
other hand, remains always within the circle of ex- 
perience. The place of fate is supplied by accident ^ 
for such is the empirical idea of that which lies 

advantage, that there are few ideas which may not be expressed 
in it in words of Teutonic origin, yet words derived from Greek 
and Latin are also occasionally used indiscriminately with the 
Teutonic synonymes, for the sake of variety or otherwise. Thus 
the generic word spiel (play), is formed into lustspiel (comedy), 
trauerspicl (tragedy)^ (dfiera), schauspiel (drama); 

but the Germans also use traga^die^ konKsdie^ opera and drama. 
In the text, the author proposes, for the sake of distinction, to 
give the name of lusUpiel to the new comedy, to distinguish it 
from the old; but having only the single term comedy in 
English, 1 must, in translating lustspiel^ make use of the two 
words, come2/^.««*TiiAN8i 



DRAMATIC LIITIRATURE. 2S7 

beyond our power or control. Hence we actually 
find among the fragments of the comic writers 
many expressions relative to accident^ as in the 
tragedians respecting fate. To unconditional ne- 
cessity, moral liberty could alone be opposed ; ac- 
cident was, by the understanding, to be made sub- 
servient to the advantage of the individual. On 
this account, the whole morality of the new comedy 
exactly resembles that of the fable ; it is nothing 
more than prudence. In this sense, it was said by 
an ancient critic, with sufficient comprehension, 
and with inimitable brevity at the same time, that 
tragedy w’as the flight of life, comedy its regulation. 

The idea of the old comedy is a fantastic illusion, 
a pleasant dream, which at last, with the exception 
of the general effect, all ends in nothing. The new 
comedy, on the other band, is serious in its form. 
It rejects every thing, of a contradictory nature, 
which might have the effect of destroying the im- 
pressions of reality. It endeavours after union and 
connexion, and it has, in common with tragedy, a 
formal developement and catastrophe. It connects 
together too, like tragedy, events, as causes and 
effects; but it connect them by the laws of ex- 
perience, without any reference, as in tragedy, to 
one idea. As the latter endeavours to satisfy our 
feelings towards the conclusion, "in like manner the 
new comedy endeavours to attain, at least, an appa- 
rent point of rest for the understanding. I may 
remark, in passing, that this is by no means an easy 
problem for the comic writer : he must contrive at 
last to get rid of the contradictions, with tlie com- 

5 
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plication and intricacy of which we have been di-^ 
verted« in a proper and suitable manner ; when he 
attempts an actual equalisation by making all his 
fools reasonable, and by improving or punishing all 
those who are evil disposed^ there is then an end of 
every thing like a pleasant and comical impression. 

Such were the comic and tragic ingredients of 
the new comedy. There is yet a third however, 
which is in itself neither comic, nor tragic, nor 
even, generally speaking, of a poetic nature. I 
allude to the truth of the portraiture. The ideal 
and caricature, both in the plastic art and in dra- 
matic poetry, lay claim to no other truth, than that 
of their signification ; they must not seem real indi- 
vidual beings. Tragedy moves in an ideal, and the 
old comedy in a fanciful or fantastical vfbrld. As 
the creative power of the fancy was circumscribed in 
the new comedy, it became necessary to afford some 
equivalent to the understanding, and this consists . 
in the probability of the subjects represented, on 
which the mind may exercise its powers of discri- 
mination. I do not mean the calculation of the 
rarity or frequency of the subject which is repre'- 
sented (for witlmut the liberty of depicting singu- 
larities, and with a rigid adherence to every-day 
life, comic amusement would be impossible), but 
the individual truth of the picture. The new 
comedy must be a true image of the manners of the 
day, and it most have a local and national deter- 
mination ; and although we see comedies of other 
times, and other nations, brought upon the stage, 
yet we still endeavour to trace this resemblance in 
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them^ and are pleased when we find it. I do not 
mean, by the truth of the portrait, that the comic 
characters must be altogether individual. The 
most prominent features of different individuals of a 
class may be combined together in a certain degree 
of completeness, provided they are clothed with a 
sufficient degree of peculiarity to have an individual 
life, and are not represented as examples of an ab* 
stract idea. But in so far as the new comedy 
depicts the constitution of social and domestic life 
in general, it is a portrait ; from this prosaical side 
it must be variously modified according to time and 
place, while the comic motives, from their poetical 
principle, remain ever the same. 

The ancients have already acknowledged the new 
comedy as' a faithful picture of life. Full of this 
idea, the grammarian Aristophanes exclaimed in a 
turn of expression somewhat affected, though highly 
ingenious: life and Menander! which of yon 

two has imitated the other?” Horace informs us 
that it was doubted by some whether comedy could 
be styled a poem, because it neither in the subject, 
nor in the language, displayed the impressive ele- 
vation of other kinds of poetry, and the composition 
was merely distinguished from ordinary discourse 
by the versification. But it was urged by others 
that comedy occasionally elevated her tone, for 
instance, when an enraged father reproaches his 
son with his profligacy. This answer however is 
rejected by Horace as insufficient. ‘‘ Would Pom- 
pbnius,” says he, vfith a biting application, ‘‘ hear 
any thing else, were his father sdll alive ?” To 
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answer the doubt^ we must examine wherein the 
new comedy differs from individual reality. In the 
first place it is a fictitious whole^ composed of con« 
gruous partSj agreeably to tlie scale of art. More*^ 
over, the subject represented is handled according 
to the conditions of theatrical exhibition; every 
thing foreign and incongruous is separated^ and the 
legitimate materials are subjected to a more rapid 
progress, than in real life ; over the whole subject, 
situations as well as characters, a certain clearness 
and distinctness of appearance is thrown, which the 
fleeting and indeterminate shadowings of real life 
are seldom found to possess. This is what con* 
stitutes the poetical in the form of the new comedy ; ' 
the prosaical principle lies in the materials, in the 
expected resemblance to somewhat that is indi* 
vidual and external. 

We may now proceed to the consideration of the 
question which has given rise to so much dispute, 
whether versification is essential to comedy, and 
whether a comedy written in prose is an imperfect 
production. This question has been frequently an* 
swered in the affirmative on the authority of the 
ancients, who, it is true, had no theatrical produc* 
tions in prose; but this might have arisen from 
accidental circumstances, for example, the great 
extent of the stage, in which verse from its more 
emphatic delivery, must have been better heard 
than prose. These critics forget that the Mimi of 
Sophron, so much admired by Plato, were written 
in prose. And what were these Mimi^ if, from the 
.Allegation that some of the idyls of Theocritus were 
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an imitation of thorn in hexameters, we may venture 
to form any idea of them r They were pictures of 
real life, in which every appearanee of poetiy was 
most studiously avoided. This consists in the 
dramatic concatenation, which did not certainly take 
place in these pieces; they were mere detached 
scenes, in which one thing succeeded another acci- 
dentally, and without preparation, as the particular 
hour of any working-day or holiday brought it about. 
The want of dramatic interest was supplied by mi- 
micry, that is, by the most accurate representation of 
individual peculiarities in action and language, which 
arose from nationality determined by local circum* 
stances, and from sex, age, rank, and occupation. 

Even in versified comedy, the language must, in 
the cboic&of words and phrases, differ very little^ 
and in a manner that is hardly perceptible, from that 
of conversation; the freedoms of poetical expression, 
indispensable in other departments of poetry, are 
here inadmissible. The versification must not dif- 
fer from tlie common, unconstrained, and negligent 
tone of conversation, and seem to be that which 
would first suggest itself. Its cadence must not 
serve to elevate the characters as in tragedy, where 
along with the unusual sublimity of the language, 
it becomes as it were a mental cothurnus. In 
comedy the verse must merely serve to give greatejr 
lightness, spirit, and elegance to the dialogue. The 
question whether a comedy ought to be versified or 
not, must be determine by the circumstance, 
wfaethfer it would be more suitable to the subject to 
give this degree of perfection of form to the4ialogiie, 

VOL. I. R 
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or lo imibite Thetoiical and grammatical erroirsi and 
et«n the physical imperfections of speech. This 
last case however has not^ been so frequently the 
cause of producing comedies in prose in .modern 
times, as the ease and convenience of ihe autbor> 
and in some degreealsoof the player. I would ^howr 
ever fecommend to my countrymen, the Germans^ 
the diligent use of verse, and even of rhyme in 
comedy ; for as we are yet seeking our national comic, 
without knowing very well where to find it, the 
whole composition would gain in worth, by the 
compression of the form, and we should be enabled 
to guard, in our very outset, against tnany impor* 
tant errors. We have not yet attained such a 
mastery in this matter as will allow us to resign 
ourselves to the guidance of an agreeable negligence* 

. As we have pronounced the new comedy a mixed 
species, formed of comic and tragic, poetic and 
prosaic elements, it is self evident that in the e^<- 
tent of this species, several subordinate species may 
exist, accmding to the preponderance of one or 
Other of the ingredients. If the poet plays in a 
lf|iortive humour with his own inventions, he pi^ 
duces a farce ; if be confines himself to the ludicrous 
In situaticms and characters, carefully avoiding aU 
serious admixtures, we shall have a pure comedy 
^ in proportion as.seriousness prevails in 
tbe aHn^-of ’^ ]iybole composition, and in the iiir 
terest and moral discrimination which it gives rise 
to, the piece beemnes what is called instructive or 
sentimental comedy ; and there is only another step 
to the ^fimiliar or^^ic tiragedy. Great stiess has 
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i^n' been laid on the two kMr mentioned 
as inventions, entirely new, and of great imimrtttince, 
aiid ' peculiar theories 'have been devHwd ferthemi 
' In the lacrytnose drama of Diderotj ndiich 
was afterwards so tnoeh abtised, the feilore con- 
sisted altogether in that which 'was Hew J the alfi'e- 
tntion 'of nature, pedantry in the domestic relations^ 
and die extravagant use rf pathos. If we had the 
whole of the oomic literature of the Greeks, we 
should, without doubt, find in it the models of aH 
these species, with this difl^rencc, that the <deat 
head of the Greeks never allowed them to fail -into 
a chilling monotony, but regulated and mixed every 
thing with wise motferation. Have not we, among 
the very few remaining pieces, the Captivei of 
Plautus, which may be called an afleeting drama; 
flle Step~Mother of Terence, a true family picture ; 
while the Amphitryo borders on the fantastic bold- 
ness of the old comedy, artd the Tym-Brotkers 
(Menachm ^ is si wild piece of intrigue ? Do we 
not find, throughout all the pieces of TerCnce, 
passages of a senously instructive, impassioned, arid 
sfflfecting nature r We have only to call to mind 
the first scene of the Heautontimorumtnos. We 
are hopeful that we shall find a due place for every 
thing; from our point of view. We see here no 
eepSrnted kinds, but merely gradations in the tone 
dp the' contposition, which are marked by transit 
tidnl, there or less perceptible. " * 

' Neither can we allow the common division 'into 
of character find intrigue, to pass- nridiont 
Sbme limitation. A good comedy oh^ft nlwnys to 
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(»ther in streogth or apimatiop ; tbough 
•ometimet tbe one, and apmetiiDes tbe. other will, 
no doub^ preponderate* The developement of the 
comic character requires, contraated situations^ and 
these again arise from the crossing of purposes, and 
e?ent8j which^ as I have already; ^own, constitutes 
intrigue in the dramatic sense. Every one knows 
the meaning of intrigning in common life; tbe 
leading others, by cunning and dissimulation, 
assist our bidden views without their knowledge 
and against their will. In the drama we meet 
with both significations, for the cunning of the one 
becomes a crossing event for tbe other. 

.When the characters are only slightly sketched, 
merely as much as is neoessaiy to warrant the 
actions of the diaracters in certain cases ; when the 
incidents are so crowded, that little room is left for 
the developement* of character; when die plot is 
brought forward in such a manner, that the strange 
eomplicaticm of misunderstandings and embarrpsft* 
raent^ . seems every moment on the ppint of being 
cleared up, and yet tbe knot is again drawn tighter 
and tighter: ^uch a composition may well .he 
called a piece of intrigue. The French critics, hpye 
made it fashionable to consider a piece of this ]pnd 
as very much inferior in value fo one of character, 
perha^ foom their looking too much fo what may 
be retained and carried home.by us foom a p}^. 
It is. true,, thepieee of intrigue, in some degree, enrh 
ft last; irt, nothing.; but why should it nqt 
gifted *0 sfiart in an ingenious tnanner, f^th^t 
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my other object ? A good cottiedy of this descrip^ 
tJoii certainly requires a great display of inventive 
wit ; besides the entertainment which we derive 
from the sight of so mtich acuteness and ingenuity, 
the wondeifnl tricks and delusions which are 
practised, possess a very great charm for the fancy, 
as has been proved by the example of many Spanish 
pieces. 

It is objected to the piece of intrigue, that it 
deviates from the natural course of things, that it is 
improbable. We may admit the former however 
without also admitting the latter. The poet, no 
doubt, exhibits before us what is unexpected, ex- 
traordinary, and wonderful, even to incredibility; 
and he often sets out, even with a great improba- 
bility, as for example, the resemblance between 
two persons, or a disguise which is not seen through ; 
but all the incidents must afterwards bave the 
appearance of truth, and all th^ circumstances by 
means of which the aflair takes * such a wonderful 
turn, must be satisfactorily explained to us; ' As 
the poet, in proporticm to the events whic^ take 
place, gives us but a slight display of wit, we are 
the more strict with him respecting the haw 
are brought about. 

In the comedies which are more of a cbaracteris- 
rical nature, the characters must be grouped with 
art, that they riity serve to thtow light on eacdi 
other. This however is very apt to degenerate info 
too systematical a method, where each ehaitetnr 
has his symmetrical Contrast, and wheifu by ^ such 
nitens an unnaJNiral appearance is given to fhe whole. 

3 
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Nei^r are tboie comedies deservipig of ihfi hi|^8t 
prtdse, ill which all the other persona s^m^fo^erely 
icftrodaced to allow, as it we^e, the principal 
character to go through his difierent . probations ; 
especially . when that character consists of nothing 
but an opinion, or a habit (for.instanoe, F optimiste, 
U distraU)^ as if an individual could only consist of 
one single peculiarity, and not be determined by 
all bis difierent properties. . , : . 

J have already shown in what the sportive ideal 
of the old comedy consisted. As the new comeidy 
ought to bear a resemblance to, a definite reality^ it 
must not indulge in the studied and arbitrary ex- 
^ travagance of the former species. It must scekibr 
other sources of comic amusement, which lie ne^er 
the province of seriousness, and these are to be 
found in a more. accurate and thorough delineation 
of charatter. 

In the charactevs of the new comedy, either the 
comic of observation^ or the self-conscious and con- 
fessed comiCi will be found to prevail. The former 
constitutes the more refined, or what is called high 
comedy, and the latter low comedy or farce. I 
shall explain myself more distinctly. 

There are laughable peculiarities, follies, and. per- 
versities, of which the possessor himself is uncon- 
scious, and which, when be does perceive in any 
degree, he studiously endeavours to conceal, as 
being calculated to injure him in the opinioti of 
others. Such persons do not consequently give 
themselves out for what they actually are; tjieir 
escapes from them unwittingly, or, against 
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their will ; and when the poet portrays theni^ he 
' ' ifUisVlend us his own peculiar talent for observation, 
that we may attain a due knowledge of them. His 
art consists in allowing us to discover the character 
of the individnal, by overhearing him^ as it were, 
in his unguarded moments, and seizing on traits 
which have accidentally escaped him, and in placing 
the spectator in such a position, that however nice the 
observation may be, he can hardly fail to make it. 

There are other moral defects, which are beheld 
by their possessor with a certain degree of satisfac* 
tion, and which he has even resolved not to remedy, 
but to cherish and preserve. Of this kind is all 
that, without reference to selfish pretensions, or 
hostile inclinations, merely originates in the prepon- 
derance of sensuality. This may, without doubt, 
be united to a high degree of intellect, and when 
such a person applies his mental powers to the con- 
sideration of his own character, laughs at himself, 
[X>nfcsses his failings to others, or endeavours to 
reobneile them to them, by the droll manner in 
which they are mentioned, we have then an in- 
stance of the sclf-conscious comic. This kind al- 
ways supposes a certain inward duality of character, 
tnd the superior half, which rallies and laughs at 
the other, has from its tone and its employment, 
1 near affinity to the Comic poet himself. He 
occasionally delivers over his functions entirely to 
this representative, while he allows him studiously 
to overcharge the picture which be draws of him- 
self, and to enter into a sort of understanding with 
the spcctatOflPis, to throw ridicule on the other cha- 
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racters. We have in this way the arbitrary comCf 
wjbich generally produces a very powerful 
however much the critics may affect to under-rale . 
it. In the instance in question, the spirit of the 
old comedy prevails ; the privileged fool or buffoon, 
who has appeared on almost all stages under difr 
ferent names, and whose character is at one time a 
display of shrewdness and ^wit, and at another of 
absurdity and stupidity, has inherited something 
of the exjkrayagant inspiration, and the rights and 
privileges of the free and unrestrained old comic 
writer ; and this is the strongest proof that the old 
comedy, which we have described as the original 
species, was not founded alone in the peculiar cir- 
cumstances of the Greeks, but is essentially rooted 
in the nature of things. 

To keep the spectators in a merry dispositiori, 
comedy must not clothe her characters with too 
much dignity, nor excite too deepen interest in their 
fate, for in both these cases an entrance will in-* 
fallibly be given to seriousness. How is the poet to : 
avoid agitating our moral feelings, when the acr-.^ 
tions represented are of a nature to give rise to 
gust and contempt, or reverence and love? He must 
always range within the province of the understand^ . 
ing. He must contrast men with each other, as mere 
physical beings, that they may measure their powers ^ 
against qne another ; I include of course the mental ; ^ 
powers, and nven allude to them nsore particularly. 
In this, comedy bears the nearest adinity to faUe: 
in the fable we have animals endowed with reason, : 
and in ^medy we have men with their understanding 
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subservient to their animal propensities. By ani- 
mal propensities^ I mean sensuality/ and in a still 
more general sense^ self-love. As heroism and 
self-devotion elevate the character to the tragic, the 
comic characters, on the other hand, are complete 
egoists. This must however be understood with 
due limitation : we do not mean that comedy never 
portrays the social inclinations, but only that it 
represents them as originating in the natural en- 
deavour after our own happiness. Whenever the 
poet goes beyond this, he leaves the comic tone. 
He is not to direct our feelings to the dignity or 
meanness, the innocence or corruption, the good- 
ness or baseness of the characters ; but to show us 
whether they act stupidly or wisely, suitably or un- 
suitably, with silliness or ability* 

Examples will serve to place the thing in the 
clearest light. We possess an involuntary and im- 
mediate respect for truth, and this belongs to the 
most deep-rooted emotions of morality. A lie un- 
da'taken for a base purpose, and which threatens 
dangerous consequences, fills us with the highest 
disgust, and belongs to tragedy. Why then are 
cunning and deceit admitted as excellent comic 
motives, suj^sing that they are used with no bad 
design, but merely for purposes of self-love, to eXn 
tricate the party from a dilemma, or to attain some 
object, and that no dangerous consequences are to 
be dreaded r It is because the deceiver is already 
b^ond the limita of the moral sphere, because truth 
and untruth are in themselves equally indifferent to 
him, being only considered in the li^t of means ; 
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and we are merely entertained with the diipl^^of 
diai'pness and ready wittedness which ate rec^fjMte 
to carry on the deceit. It is still thore''atniiai<lg, 
when the deceiver is himself caught in his own snsfre; 
for instance, when he is a liar, btit has a bad me- 
moiy. On the other hand, error, when not seriously 
dangerous, is a comic situation, more especially 
when this disease of the understanding proceeds 
from a previous abuse of the mental powers, from 
vanity, folly, or perversity. When deceit and error 
cross one another, and are by that means multiplied, 
excellent comic situations are produced. Two men 
for instance meet for the purpose of deceiving one 
another; both^ however are previously warned, and 
on their guard, and both go away deceived with 
respect to the success of their deceit. Orthebnc 
wishes to betray the other, but tells him unwittingly 
the truth ; that other person is suspicious, and fells 
into the snare, merely from being so much on ’his 
guard. We might in this way lay down a soft of 
comic grammar, and show bow the separate motives 
are sWallowed up in one another, with a pcrpetnully 
increased effect, till we come to the most artificial 
constructions. We should find, perhaps, in this 
way, that the complication of misunderstandings 
which constitutes a comedy of intrigue, is by ' no 
means so contemptible a part of the comic art^ as 
the advocates of the comedies of character are 
pleased to assert. 

. Aristotle describes the laughable as ah impeiVec- 
; lion, an impropriety which is .not productive bf any 
essential injury. Excellent 1 for fiom the moment 
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that entertain a true sympathy with the cha* * 
racters, the comic tone is at an end. The comic 
misfortune must not exceed an embarrassment^ 
which is at hst got rid of, or at most a merited 
humiliation. Qf this description are certain cor- 
poreal means of improvement applied to grown 
people, which our more refined, or at least more 
fastidious age will not tolerate on the stage, but of 
which Molidre, Holbei^, and other masters, have 
diligently availed themselves. The comic effect of 
this application arises from our having a pretty 
conspicuous demonstration of the dependence of 
the mind on external things ; we have a practical 
manifestation, as it were, of the motives of action. 
This discipline in comedy corresponds with a violent 
death in tragedy, submitted to with heroic magna- 
nimity. In the one case, the resolution remains 
unshaken amidst all the horrors of annihilation, the 
man perishes, but his principles survive ; in the 
other case, the bodily existence remains uninjured, 
but an instantaneous change of sentiments is 
operated. 

^ As comedy must place the spectator in a point 
of view altogether different from that of moral 
dignity, with what right can we demand moral in- 
struction from comedy, with what ground can we 
even expect such instruction ? When we examine 
more clearly the maxims of morality of the Greek 
comic writers, we shall find that they are all of them 
ribuuded on experience. We do not however attain 
a knowledge of our duties frotn ^perienee; we 
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have aa ioitii^iaite conviction of them firom con* 
sdence^ experience can only enlighten us with 
respect to what is advantageous or disadvantageous. 
The instruction of comedy does not turn on the’ 
d^ity of the aim, but the sufficiency of the means. 
It is, as has been already said, the doctrine of pru* 
denqe ; the morality of result, and not of nature. 
Morality, in its genuine acceptation, is essentially 
related to tragedy. 

Many philosophers have reproached comedy with 
immorality, and among others, Rousseau, in his 
eloquent letter on the drama. The aspect of the 
actual ' course of things in the world is, no 
doubt, far irom edifying; it is not however ex» 
hibited in comedy as a model for our imitation, but 
as a Warning and admonition to us. It may be 
called the ■ practical part of morality, the art of 
living. Whoever is unacquainted with the WM-ld » 
perpetually in danger of making the most erroneous 
application of moral principles to individual cases, 
and, with the very best intentions in the world, 
of occasioning much, jxiischief both to himself anti 
others. Comedy sharpens our powers o£ discrini!^ 
nation, and gives us an acquaintance wiffi persons 
and situations; that is, it makes us wiser; and 
this is the true and only morality whit^ it can 
possibly inculcate. 

So ffir with respect to the investigation the 
general idea, which must serve us as a doe to de. 
tormine the merits of the diferent poets. I «batf 
not be long occupied in ctmsideni^ the small por* 
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tion of the new; comedy of the Greek?, which faa« 
comi^ down to us in fi^meuts, or in the copies of 
Roman writers. The Gree^ literature was ex- 
tremely rich in this dqsurtmeat : the mere list oi 
the comic writers whose works are lost, and of the 
names of those works, so far as they are known to 
OS, makes of itself a dictionary of no small magni-* 
tude. Although the new comedy developed itself, 
and flourished only in the short interval between 
the end of the Peloponnesian war, and the first suc* 
c^ssors of Alexander the Great, yet the stock of pieces . 
amounted to some thousands ; but time has made 
such havoc in this superfluity of works of in* 
genuity and wit, that nothing remains but a num-^ 
her of detached fragments in the original language, 
which are frequently disfigured in such a manner as 
not to be intelligible, and about twenty translations 
qr copies of Greek originals in Plautus, and six in 
Terence, The labours of criticism might he here^ 
with propriety, employed in endeavouring to deduce, 
from a careful consideration of the whole of the 
^aqes which we possess, something like a just 
fl^mate and characterisation of what we have lost. 
The chief point in a labour of this kind, I can take 
upon me to mention. The fragments and maxims 
ojf.. the comic writers are in their versification and 
language distinguished for the utmost purity, ele* 
gance, and accuracy ; the tone of society in them is 
characterised by a certain Attic grace. The Latin 
eqmic poets again are negligent in their veniific^r 
tiq% and V the idea pf it is almost lost in the many 
metrical freedoms taken by ^them. Even in Ian- 
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guage, they are deficient in cultivatien and polish, 
at h^st Plautus is. Several learned Romacis, atid 
Varro among others, have, it is true, praised the 
style of this poet, but we must leam to distinguish 
b^ween philological and poetical approbation.^ 
Plautus and Terence were among the most ancient 
Roman writers, and bdonged to a time when the 
language of books was hardly yet in existence, and 
when every thing was drawn fresh from life. This 
naive simplicity had its charms in the eyes of those 
Romans, who belonged to the period of learned 
cultivation: but it was much more a natural gift 
than the fruit of poetical art. Horace condemns 
this excessive ' partiality, and asserts that Plautus 
and the other comic poets were negligent in the 
composition of their pieces, and wrote them in the 
utmost haste, that they might be the sooner paid. 
We may safely affirm therefore that in the graces 
and el^ances of execution, the Greek poets have 
always lost in the Latin imitations. We must te* 
translate these in idea, into the finished elegance 
which we perceive in the fragments. Besides, 
Plautus and Terence made many changes in the 
general plan, which would hardly be improvements.' 
The former omitted, at times, scenes aiid ehamcters, 
and the latter made additions, and melted down 
1^0 plays into one. Was this done with the view' 
of improvement in their art, and were they actually 
desirous of excelling their Grecian predecessors tti - 
structure of their pieces? I am doubtfufx)f 
In Plautus every thing ran out into brei^tb,' 
sSid' he was obliged to remedy in scane other^wSy 
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tbc; 4PPgth§hbg which this gave to the original | 
tl^^. imitations of Terence onr the oth^ band, from 
hi^w^nt of facility and invention^ turned out some« 
vrbat bald, and the gaps were filled up by him 
^.itb npateriats derived from diffisrent pieces. He 
was even reproached by his contemporaries with 
baying &lsified and destroyed a number of Grecian 
pieces, for the purpose of making a &w Latin ones 
out of them. « 

; Plautus and Terence are generally mentioned as 
writers, in every respect, original. The Romans 
were to be forgiven for this : they possessed but 
btde of a peculiar poetical spirit, and this poetical 
literature owed its origin, for the most part, first to 
translation, then to a freer imitation, and finally to 
an: appropriation and new modelling of the Greek. 
T^y allowed therefore a particular sort of transla* 
to pass for originality. We find in the apolo- 
getic prologues of Terence, as an excuse ^Ibr his 
plagiarism, that he was accused of it, because he 
bad again made use of a subject already translated 
fmm the Greek. As we cannot however now con*- 
^er these writers in the . light of creative artists, and 
as they are only important to, us in so far as we 
are enabled through their means to become ac- 
quainted wiCh the shape of the new Grecian comedy, 
l^sball take this opportunity of saying a few words 
with respect to their character, and then return *to 
the consideration of the .new Greek comic writers, . 

- Among the Greeks, the poets and artisU lived at 
all times in the most honourable relations,; among 
tbe . Romans however, polite literature was at first 
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cultivated by men of the lowest tank, by needy 
foreignen, and even by slaves. Plautus and Te> 
rene^ who lived nearly about the rame period, 
towards the end of the second Punic war, and in 
the interval between tbe seccmd and third, were of 
the lowest rank: the former, a miserable day- 
labourer, and the latter, a Cu'thaginian slave, ai^ 
afterwards a freed man. Their tortunes however 
were veiy different. Plautus was obliged to hire 
himself out in the intervals, when he was not em- 
ployed in writing comedies, as a beast of burden 
in a hand-mill ; Terence became the inmate of the 
elder Scipio and his bosom friend Lselius, and 
they deigned to admit him to such a degree of 
familiarity, that he was charged with being assisted 
by these noble Romans in tbe composition of his 
jneces, and it was even said that they allowed their 
own labours to pass under bis name. The habits 
of tbw lives are perceivable in their respective 
modes of writing: tbe bold roughness of Plautus, 
and his famed jests, betray his intercourse with the 
lower classes; in Terence, again, we can discern 
the trace of good society. They are to be dip- 
tii^ished also from the choice of the pieces on 
which they employed thefnselves. Plautus gene- 
ratty inclines to the farcical and tbe exaggerated, and 
ofttm to disgusting drollery ; Terence prefers tbe 
delicately characteristic, and the moderate, and he 
approaches the seriously instructive and sentimental 
kind. Sonoe of the pieon of Plautus are taken 
from Diphilus and Philmon, but we have reaspn 
to believe that he added a considerabb degree of 
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coarseness to his originals ; from whom he derived 
the others we know not, except wc arc to consider 
ourselves warranted by the assertion of Horace, “ it 
is said that Plautus took for his model the Sicilian 
Epicharmus,” in conjecturing that he borrowed the 
AmphitryOy a piece which is of quite a different 
kind from the others, and which he himself calls a 
tragi-comedy, from the old Doric comic writer, 
who employed himself chiefly on mythological sub- 
jects. Among the pieces of Terence, whose copies, 
with the exception of changes in the composition, 
are probably much more faithful in detail than 
those of the other, we find two from Apollodorus, 
and the rest from Menander. Julius Caesar has 
honoured Terence with some verses, in which he 
calls him a half Menander, praising the smoothness 
of his style, and only lamenting' that he has lost a 
certain comic strength, which belonged to his 
original. 

This naturally brings us back to the (jirccian 
masters. Diphilus, Philemon, Apollodorus, and 
Menander, are certainly four of the most celebrated 
names among them. The palm, for elegance, 
delicacy, and sweetness, is with one voice given to 
Menander, although Philemon frequently carried 
off tlje prize from him, probably, because he wrote 
more in the taste of the multitude, qr because he 
availed himself of adventitious means of success. 
This was at least insinuated by Menander, who 
when he met his rival one day stid to him : ** Pray 
Philemon, dost thou not blush, when thou obtaihest 
the victory over me ?” 

VOL. I. 
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Menander flourished after Alexander the Great, 
and he was the contemporary of Demetrius Phaler 
reus. He was instructed in philosophy by Theo- 
phrastus, but his inclinations led him to that of 
fipicurus, and he boasted in an epigram, that if 
Themistocles freed bis country from slavery, Epi- 
curus freed it from irrationality/* He was fond of 
the choicest sensual enjoyments : Phsedrus describes 
him to us in an unfinished tale, as betraying, even in 
his exterior, all the marks of a vicious effeminacy ; 
and his love intrigue with the coquette Glycera 
is well known. The Epicurean philosophy, which 
placed the highest felicity of life in the benevolent 
affections, but which neither spurred men on to 
heroic action, nor allowed them to feel the want of 
it, could hardly fail to be well received among the 
Greeks, after the loss of their old and glorious free* 
dom : it was admirably calculated to operate as a 
consolation to them, with their cheerful and mild 
way of thinking. It is perhaps the most suitable 
for the comic poet, as the stoical philosophy is for 
the tragedian. The object of the former is merely 
to produce mitigated impressions, and by no means 
to excite a strong degree of discontent with human 
infirmities. We may easily conceive too why the- 
Greeks conceived a passion for the new cotnedy at 
ihe very period when they lost their freedom, as it 
drew them firom a participation in human affairs in 
generd, and political events, and absorbed their at- 
tention wholly in domestic and personal concerns!: 

: ;^e Grecian theatre was originally formed for; 
higher walks of the drama; and we will not 
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attempt to dissemble its inconveniences and disad* 
vantages for comedy. The frame was too wide, 
and it was impossible for the picture to fill it. The 
Greek stage was open to the heavens, and it ex- 
hibited little or nothing of the interior of the 
houses.^ Comedy was therefore under the ne- 
cessity of placing the scene in the street. This 
gives rise to m^ny inconveniences ; people fre- 
quently come out of their houses to confide their 
secrets to one another in the streets. By such 
means, it is true, the poets were spared the necesh 
sity of changing the scene, as it was taken for granted 
that the families concerned in the action lived in 
the same neighbourhood. It may be urged in jus- 
tification, that the Greeks, like all other southern 
nations, lived much out of their private houses, in 
the open air. The chief disadvantage with which 
this construction of the stage was attended, was the 
' > ■ 

* The encydema must, ill some degree, have, served for 
this purpose, as we can have ao doubt that, in the commencemetit 
of the Clouds, Strepsiades and bis son were seen sleeping 
on their beds. Moreover, JuKus Pollux mentions among 
the particulars of the decoration of a comedy, a sort of tent^ 
hut, or shed, with a gate, originally a stable adjoining to 
the middle edifice, but afterwiurds applicable, to many purposes. 
In the Sempstresses of Aristophanes, it represents a sort of workr 
shop. Here, or in the encyclema, entertainments were given, 
which in the old comedies sometimes took place before the eyes 
of the spedators. With the southern habits of the ancients, 
it was not, perhaps;, so unnatural to feast with open doors, as it 
would be in the north of £ur6pe. But po modern commentator 
has yet, so far as I know, end^voured to illustrate in a proper 
manner the theatrical regulation of the pieces of Plautus and 
Terence. 

s 2 ' 
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circumscription of the female parts. If the costume 
Was to be observed, which the essence of the new 
comedy required, the retii’ed manner of living of 
the female sex in Greece rendered the exclusion of 
unmarried women, and young women in general, al- 
together unavoidable. No other females could ap- 
pear but aged mothers, servant-maids, or courtesans. 
'Besides depriving the audience of many agreeable 
situations, this other incontenience is produced, that 
the whole piece frequently turns on a marriage, or 
a passion for a young woman, who is never once seen 
from the beginning to the end of it. 

Athens, where the fictitious, as well as the actual 
scenes were generally placed, was the centre of a 
small territory, and in no wise to be compared with 
our great cities, rither m extent or population. 
The rejpublican equality admitted no marked dis- 
tinction of ranks ; there were no proper nobility, 
all were alike citizens, richer or poorer, and for the 
most part, had no other occupation than that of 
managing their properties. Hence the Attic co- 
medy could not well admit of the contrasts arising 
from diversity of tone and cultivation ; it generally 
continues in a sort of middle states and has some- 
thing citizen-like, nay, if I may so say, something 
of the manners of a small town about it, which we 
do tiot see in those comedies, in which the manners 
of a court, and the refinement or corruption of 
monarebical capitals are portrayed. 

With respect the intemnirse between the two 
sexes, the Greeks were neither acquainted with the 
srallantry of modem Europe, nor the union of love 
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and enthusiastic Tespect and adoration* All ended 
in sensual passion or marriage. The latter was^ 
by the constitution aitd manners of the Greeks, 
much more a matter of duty, or an affair of con- 
venience, than of inclination. Tiie laws were only 
strict in one point, the preservation of the native 
origin of the children^ which was alone legitimate. 
The civic right was a great prerogative, the more 
valuable the smaller the number of citizens, and 
this number was therefore not allowed to in- 
crease beyond a certain point. Hence marriages 
with foreign women were not valid. The society of 
a wife, who irequently bad not even been once seen 
before marriage, and who bad passed her whole 
life within the walls of a bouse, could not be pro- 
ductive of much entertainment; this was sought 
after among women who were entitled to less 
ceremony, and who were generally foreigners with- 
out property, or persons who bad obtained their 
emancipation, &c. The indulgent morality of the 
Greeks admitted of almost every .degree of freedom 
with women of this description, especially in the 
case of young and unmarried men. The old comic 
authors exhibited this way of living in a more 
undisguised way than we think consistent with 
decency. Their comedies frequently end, like all 
comedies in the world, .with marriages (it seems 
this catastrophe brings seriousness along with it) ; 
but with them marriage is frequently only a means 
of raconcilement with a fother for the insularities 
of an interdicted amour. It sometimes happens, 
however, that the amour is changed into a lawful 
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marriage by means of a discoVeiy that the female, 
supposed to be a foreigner or slave, was by birth an 
Athenian citizen. It deserves to be remarked that, 
to the fruitful mind of the poet who carried the old 
comedy to perfection, the first germ of the new 
comedy is to be attributed. Kocalus^ the last 
pie^ which Aristophanes composed, contained a 
seduction, a recognition, and all the leading cir- 
cumstances which were afterwards imitated ^ by 
Menander. 

From what we have premised, we may at once 
see nearly the whole circle of characters ; nay, those 
which perpetually recur are so few, that they may 
be almost all of them here enumerated. The 
austere and frugal, or the mild and yielding father, 
the latter hot unfrequently under the dominion of 
his wife, and making common cause with his son ; 
the house-wife either loving and sensible, or ob- 
stinate and domineering, and proud of the accession 
brought by her to the femily property ; the giddy 
and extravagant, biit open and amiable young man, 
who even in a passion' sensual at its very com- 
mencement is capable of true attachment ; the 
vivacious girl, who is either thoroughly depraved, 
vath, canning, ahd selfish, or still well disposed, 
and SuscefHthle of higher cmotimis ; the simple and 
boorish, or the dunning slave, who assists his young 
master tb deceive hiii old fether, end obtain mohey 
for the gratification of his passions by all manner bf 
trieks; (ail this pitrsin plays a principai part, wt 
shall shortly state some further observations re^ 
speCting him) ; the flatterer or accommodating pa^- 
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rasite, who^ for the sake of a good meal, is ready to 
say or do any thing that may be required of him ; 
the sycophant, a man whose business it was to set 
quietly disposed people by the ears, and stir up 
law^suits, for which he oflfered his services; the 
braggart soldier, who returns from foreign service, 
generally cowardly and simple, but who assumes 
airs from the fame of the deeds performed by him 
abroad ; and lastly, a servant or pretended mother, 
who preaches up a bad system of morals to the 
young girl entrusted to her guidance; and the slave- 
dealer, who speculates on the extravagant passions 
of young people, and knows no other object than the 
furtherance of his own selfish views. The two last 
characters, from their rough and contumacious per- 
versity, are, to our feelings, a true blemish in the 
new Grecian comedy ; but it was impossible, from 
the manner in which it was constituted, to dispense 
with them. " 

The cunning servant is generally also the buffoon, 
who confesses his own sensuality, and his want of 
principle, with a degree of self-satisfaction and ex- 
aggeration, and who jokes at the expence of the 
Other characters, and even occasionally addresses 
the pit. This is the origin of the comic servants of 
the moderns, but 1 am inclined to doubt whether, 
wUh our manners, we are warranted by propriety 
and truth, in introducing such a character. The 
Greek servant was a slave, exposed for life to the 
arbitrary caprice of his master, and frequently sub- 
jected to the most ^vere treatment. We willingly 
pardon the man, deprived by the laws of |J1 his 
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original rights, who makes trick and artifice his 
trade : he is in a state of war with his oppressors, 
and cunning is his natural weapon. But in our 
times, a servant, free in the choice of his. station 
and his master, who assists the son in carrying on a 
scheme to deceive the father, is a good for nothing 
scoundrel. With respect to the open confession of 
sensuality, which in other pix)ductions is used for 
giving tlie comic stamp to servants and persons in 
low situations, Jt may be allowed to be continued 
without impropriety : of those who have few pri* 
vileges in life, we are not disposed to exact much ; 
and they may boldly own the vulgarity of their incli- 
nations, without giving any shock to our moral feel* 
ings. Tliie better the condition of servants in real 
life, the less they arc adapted for the stage; and it 
is to the praise of our more humane age, that in 
our family pictures, we wse servants of the most 
respectable characters, who are better adapted for 
exciting tears than laughter. 

The repetition of tlie same characters was ac- 
knowledged by the .<5reek comic writers, in their 
frequent use of the same name, and a name which 
was in part expressive of the character. In this 
they did better than many comic poets of modern 
times, who, for the sake of novelty of character^ 
torture themselves in an endeavour to attain com- 
plete individuality, by which they seldom produce 
any other effect than that eff drawing our attention ^ 
from the main business of the piece, and wasting it 
on accessary circumstances. They fall impercep- 
tibly back again into the old and well known 
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character. It is better to delineate the characters 
witli a certain breadth^ and to leave room to the 
actor to determine them more accurately^ and to 
enter more fully into their spirit, according to the 
nature of each composition. In this respect the 
use of masks admits of justification. Masks and 
the other peculiarities of the ancient theatre, such 
as the acting in the open air, were originally cal* 
culated for other departments of the drama, and 
may seem a greater incongruity in the new comedy 
than in the old, and in tragedy. It was certainly 
however unsuitable to the spirit of the new, that, 
while in other respects it approached nearer to real 
nature, the masks deviated more from it than in 
the old, were more overcharged in the features, and 
bore a greater resemblance to caricature. However 
astonishing this may appear to us, it has been 
attested in too express and ibitnal a manner 
to allow us to entertain any doubt of it. As 
they were prohibited from bringing portraits of 
real persons on the stage after the loss of their free- 
dom, they were always afraid lest they might 
accidentally stumble upon some resemblance, and 
specially to any of their Macedonian rulers, and 
this was the mode in which they endeavoured to 
secure themselves. Yet exaggeration in ques- 
tion would hardly be without ks meaning. We 
find it accordingly stated, that an unequal profile, 
with one eyebrow drawn up and the other down, 
was expressive of useless and intermeddling ac- 


^ See Platooius, in Aristoph. cur. KikUr. xi. 
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and we may in fact remark that men, who 
are in the habit of looking at things with anxious 
accuracy, are apt to acquire such distortions. 

^ Among other peculiarities the masks in comedy 
have this advantage, that on the inevitable re- 
appearance of characters the spectator knows at 
once what he has to expect. 1 was once present at 
a representation at Weimar, of the Brothers of 
Terence, entirely in the ancient costume, which, 
under the direction of Goethe, furnished us a truly 
Attic evening. Partial masks, fixed in a suitable 
manner to the real countenance, were made use of ;t 
and notwithstanding the smallness of the theatrej I 
did not find that they were in any way destructive 
of comic effect. The mask was peculiarly favour* 
able for the jokes of the cunning slave : his uncouth 
physiognomy, as well as his apparel, stamped him 
for m indiv^ual of a peculiar race, as the Grecian 
slaves, in some sort, were even from extraction, and 
they might therefore be allowed to speak and act in 
a different manner from tiie rest of the people. 

From the limited circle of their civil and do« 

; * See Jul* PoUux^ Ui Uie sectii^n of comic masks. Comp2^'e 
Flatonius in the place cited, and QuinctUiao, 1. xi, c. 3. Th^ 
supposed wonderful discovery of Voltaire respecting tragic 
masks, which 1 mentioned in the third lecture, will hardly be 
for^tten-. ' ' " ' ' ^ ^ I 

t This was Mt uakaown to the ancients, as is proved by 
many comic masks with a circular opening of consider^e wi^h^ 
through which the mouth and the adjoining features were 
allowed to appear ; and which, with their living motion, ihust 
have produced a highly ludicrous efihet, from the coatrait In 
the fixed distortion of the rest of the countenance. 
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mestic life, and the simple theme of the characters 
above mentioned, the invention of the Greek comic 
writers contrived to ]Nt>duce an inexhaustible di> 
versity of variations, and yet they alwi^^s, even in 
that on which they grounded their developement 
and catastrojdre, remained tme to their national 
costume, and on that account are deserving of very 
high praise. 

The circumstances of which th^ availed them- 
selves for this purpose were generally ^e following. 
€hcece consisted of a number of siball separate 
states, which lay round one another on sea coasts 
and islands. Navigation was frequent, piracy frr 
from unusual, and human beings were procared in 
this way for the supply of the slave trade. Free- 
born children were either carried off from their 
parents, or exposed by them, in virtue of the right 
allowed to - them by the law, and unmcpectedly 
saved from destruction^ and afterwards recovered by 
these parents. AH this prepares us for die recogni- 
tions of parents and diildren, brothers and sisters, 
&c. which appear in the new Greek comedies, and 
which were borrowed by the comic writers from 
the tn^edians. The subject tif ikie plot is present, 
but the singular and improbable accident on which 
it is founded, is removed to a distance of time and 
place, so that the comedy, though taken from 
every-day life, has still, in some degree, .a wonder^ 
fill and romantic back ground. " ^ 

The Gredt <omie writers were acquainted vnth 
comedy in all its latitude, and employed themselves 
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diUgeiitty on all the subordinate departments, the 
finroe, the piece of intrigue, and the various gradations 
of {Meces character, from caricature to the most 
iTefined, a^ even the serious or sentimental drama. 
The}' possessed besides a most enchanting species, 
of which HO examples are now remuning. We 
see from the titles of the pieces, and other circum- 
stances, that they sometimes introduced historical 
persons, as the poetess Sappho, for instance, re- 
presenting the love of AJeseus and Anacreon for 
her, and .her passion for Phaon ; the story of her 
leap from Uie .. Leucadian rock owes its origin 
perhaps to the comic writers alone. To judge from 
the ejects of them, these comedies must have ap- 
proached to our romantic drama ; and the mixture 
of beautiful passion with the tranquil grace of the 
ordinaiy comedy must undoubtedly have been very 
attractive. 


1 conceive that in the above observations 1 have 
given a faithful picture the Greek comedy: I 
have not attempted to disguise either its defects or 
its narrow limits. The antique tragedy, and old 
comedy are inimitable, and stand alone in the 
.whole range of the history of art. But in the new 


comedy we may attempt to measure our strength 
with the Greeks, and even endeavour to surpass 
riiem. Whenever we descend from the Olympus of 
true poetry to the earth, that is, whenever we mix 
prose of a definite reality with the ideal crea- 
WNas of ftocy, the success of productions , are no 
longer determined by mind, and a feeling for art, 
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but by circumstances of a more or less favourable 
nature. The figures of the gods of the Gr^an 
aciilptors are perfect models for ail ages. The noble 
employment of giving an ideal perfection to the 
human form having once been embraced by the 
fancy, with an equal degree of inspiration we 
could only have a repetition of the same attempts. 
The modem statuary is however the rival of the 
ancient in personal and individual resemblances: 
but this is not a pure creation of art ; observation 
must here come in for its riiare: and whatever 
degree of science, profundity, and taste may be 
displayed in the execution, the artist is still tied 
down to the subject actually before him. 

In the admirable portrait-statues of two of the 
most celebrated comic writers of antiquity, Memn~ 
der and Posidippus (tbnnerly in the Vatican, and 
now in the Museum in Paris), it appears to me that 
the physiognomy of the new Greek comedy is 
almost visibly and personally expressed. They are 
sitting in arm chairs, with a roll in their hands, 
.and in the most simple dress ; with all the ease 
and security of a conscious superiority in their 
art ; and in that maturity of age which is suitable 
for the impartial observation whidi is requisite for 
comedy, but yet hale and active, and free from all 
symptoms of caducity; we see in them that corporeal 
vigour, which is at once a proof of soundness of 
constitution of body and mind ; no inspired en- 
thusiasm, but at the same time nothing of fofly 
or extravagance; a sage seriousness rather dwells 



S 70 DRAMATIC LITERATURE. 

on the brow, which is not however wrinkled with 
care, but with the exercise of reflection ; yet in 
the alert look, and the willing smile on the mouth, 
we cannot mistake the indications of a playful 
irony. 
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Roman theatre^Native kinds: Attellanic Fables, Mimi, Co* 
media Togata.—- Greek tragedy transplanted to Kome.<— 
Tragic authors of a former epoch, and of the Augustan age.-— 
Idea of a national Roman tragedy,— Causes of the want of 
success of the Romans in tragedy. — Seneca. — The Italians.— 
Pastoral dramas of Tasso and Guarini. — Small progress in 
tragedy.— Metastasio and Alfieri.— Character of both. — Co- 
medies of Ariosto, Aretin, Porta. — ^Improvisatore masks.— 
Goldoni. — Gozzi.— Latest state. 

In the preceding part of these Lectures, we have 
been occupied with an investigation into the nature 
of the drama in general, and its peculiar appearance 
among the Greeks, whose stage was not only ori- 
ginal, but carried to the utmost degree of perfec- 
tion. In entering upon a consideration of the 
dramatic literature of other nations, we must in 
general express ourselves with greater bre\^ity ; and 
in doing so, we are not afraid that we shall be ac- 
cused of either disproportionate length or conciseness. 

And first, with respect to the Romans, whose 
theatre immediately follows that of the Greeks, we 
have only, as it were, to notice one great gap, 
which is partly owing to their want of creative 
powers in this department, and partly to the loss pf 
all their theatrical productions, with the exception’ 
of a few fragments. The only works of the good 
classical times, which have descended to us, are 
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those of Plautus and TertncSi whom I have alre^y 
chagracterised as copyists of the Greeks. 

The Romans could not be said to have had a 
poetry of their own native growth, as it was first 
artificiallyglpultivated among them along with other 
luxuries, ^en the original character of Rome, was 
nearly extinguished by an imitation of foreign 
manners^ We have in the Latin, the example of 
a language modelled into poetical expression, ac- 
cording to foreign grammatical and metrical forms. 
This imitation of the Greek bore at first the marks 
of great violence and constraint : the Graecism 
was carried the length of a clumsy intermixture of 
tl)c two languages. The poetical style was gra- 
dually softened down, and we still perceive in 
Catullus the last traces of its early harshness, which 
are not however without a certain stately attraction. 
Those constructions, and those compound words 
more especially, which were too much at variance 
with the internal structure of the Latin, and which 
were grating to the Roman ear, were in time 
thrown out, and the poets at length succeeded in 
the age of Augustus, in producing the most agree- 
able combination of the peculiarities of the two 
languages. Hardly however had this equilibrium 
been attained, when all free deveippement was at 
a stand, and the f^etical expression, notwithstand- 
ing an apparent advance to greater boldness and 
learning, was irrevocably confined within the circle 
of those modes of expression which had once re- 
ceived the sanction of public approbation. The 
Latin poetical language therefore flourished only 
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during the short interval which elapsed between the 
period of its formation and its death; and with 
respect to the spirit of the poetry, its fate cannot 
be said to have been more successful. 

The Romans were not led to the ilwention of 
theatrical amusements, from the want of represen- 
tations to fill up the leisure of their festivals, and to 
enliven the mind by withdrawing it from the con- 
cerns of life ; but in the despondency of a deso- 
lating pestilence, against which all remedies seemed 
insufficient, they had recourse to the theatre, as a 
means of appeasing the anger of the gods, having 
previously been only acquainted with gymnastic 
exercises, and circus races. The histrionesy whom 
they sent for from Etruria, were however merely 
dancers, who probably did not attempt pantomi- 
mic moverneffts, but endeavoured to delight their 
audience by a display of bodily activity. The 
oldest spoken plays, the Fabulcd Atellanay were 
borrowed . by the Romans from the Osci^ the in- 
digenous inhabitants of Italy. .They were satisfied 
with these saturce (for so they w^ere called, as at 
first they were merely improvisatory farces, with- 
out any dramatic connexion; saturuy signifying a 
farrago, or mixture of every thing), till Livius An- 
dromicus, somewhat more than five hundred years 
after the foundation of Rome, began the imitation 
of the Greeks ; and the regular compositions of 
tragedy and the new comedy (the old it was im- 
possible to transplant) were then, for the first time, 
known in Rome. 

Thus the Romans owed the first idea of a play to 

VOL. I. T 
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the Etrurians, the effusionfe of a sportive hutnout to 
tii^ Ok:ians, and the higher class of dramatic pro- 
dmctions to the Greeks. They displayed however 
more originality in the comic than in the tragic 
department! The Oscians, whose language soon 
ceased to be spoken, and of which the remains 
were only to be found in these farces, were a race so 
nearly related to the Romans, that their dialect 
must have been immediately understood by a Roman 
audience: for if this had not been the case, how 
could the Romans have derived any amusement 
from the Atellanc^ f So much did they appro- 
priate this species of drama to themselves, that 
Roman youths, of noble families, became ena- 
moured of the amusement, and used to engage in 
the representation 5 on which account, even the 
players, who gained a livelihood by acting the 
Atellanic fables, enjoyed peculiar privileges, being 
exempted fmm the ignominy which attached to 
other theatrical artists, the exclusion from corpora- 
tions and from military service. 

The Romans had, besides, their peculiar Mtmu 
The foreign name of these small pieces would lead 
us to conclude that they bore a great affinity to the 
Greek Mimi\ they differed however considerably in 
form ; we know also that the manners portrayed in 
them had a local truth, and that the subject was 
tiot derived from Grecian compositions. 

It is peculiar to Italy, that from the earliest times 
the people hsve disj^ayed a native talent for a 
merry, amusing, though very rude species of farce 

bufibonery, m extemporary speeches and songs. 
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with accompanying gestures; but this talent has 
seldom been coupled with true dramatic knowledge. 
In justification of this last assertion, we have only to 
notice what has been performed in the higher walks 
of the drama in that country, down to the very 
latest period. The former might be coniiraied by 
a number of circumstances, which would lead us 
however too far from our object into the histoiy of 
the Saturnalia and similar customs. In the wit, 
and the apposite ridicule on passing events, adapted 
to the capacity of the people, which prevail in the 
dialogues of Pasquino and Marforio, we even find 
many traces of the times of the Emperors, wha 
wCre not however very much disposed to favour 
these liberties. 

The conjecture that in these Mimi and Atellatuz 
we must perhaps seek for the first germ of the 
commedia ddC arte^ the improvisatory farce with 
standing masks, is more immediately connected 
with our present purpose. There is a striking 
affinity between this and the Atellanae, in the em- 
ployment of different dialects to produce a lu- 
dicrous effect. But how would Harlequin and 
Puicinello be astonished, were they to be told that 
they descended in a direct line from the buffoons of 
the ancient Romans, and even from the Oseians !— 
With what drollery would they be disposed to 
requite the labours of the antiquarian, who should 
trace back their glorious pedigree to this root I We 
know from the figures on the Greek vases, that a 
dress very much resembling theirs was used even 
in the grotesque masks of the old comedy: long 
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1;>reecbes, and a waistcoat with arms, articles of 
dress which the Greeks, as well as the Romaris, 
never used except on the stage. Even in the 
present day Zanfii is one of the names of Harle- 
quin ; and Sannio in the Latin farces was a bufibon, 
who, according to the accounts of ancient writers, 
had a shaven head, and a dress patched together of 
rags of all colours. The figure of Pukinello is 
said to be an accurate resemblance of what has been 
found painted on the walls in Pompeji. If he came 
originally from Atella, he may still be accounted a 
native of his ancient country. The objection that 
these traditions could not have been preserved 
during the cessation of all theatrical amusements, 
for so many centuries, will be easily got over, when 
we recollect the freedom enjoyed during the annual 
carnival, and the frolicsome festivals of the middle 
ages. 

The Greek Miini were dialogues in prose, and 
not destined for the stage; the Roman were in 
verse, were represented, and often delivered extem- 
pore. The most celebrated authors in this way were 
Laberius and Syrus, contemporaries of Julius Caesar, 
The latter, when dictator, by a courtly request, 
compelled Laberius, a Roman knight, to appear 
publicly in his Mi mi, although the scenic employ- 
ment was stigmatized with the loss of civil rights. 
Laberius complained of this in a prologue, which 
we still have, and in which the suffering of wounded 
honour is expressed in a noble and affecting manner. 
We cannot well conceive how, in this disposition of 
mind, he could be capable of display of extrav?^* 
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gant buffoonery, nor how, with such a painful 
example of voluntary degradation before tlieir eyes, 
the spectators could take any delight in it. Caesar 
kept his word : he gave Laberius a considerable sum 
of money, and invested him anew with the knightly 
ring, which however could not re-instate him in the 
opinion of his fellow citizens. He took his revenge 
at the same time for the prologue and other allu- 
sions,* by bestowing the prize on Syrus, the slave, 
and afterward the freednian and scholar of Labe- 
rius in the mimetic art. We have still a number 
of sentences from the Mimi of Syrus, which from 
their internal worth and elegant conciseness of ex- 
pression, are deserving of a place by the side of 
those of Menander. Some of them go even beyond 
the moral horizon of serious comedy, and exhibit 
something like a stoical elevation. How was the 
transition possible from low farce to this elevation ? 
And how could similar maxims be possibly in- 
troduced, without such an important concatenation 
of human relations, as that which is exhibited in 
the most dignified comedy ? At all events, they 
are calculated to give us a very favoui-ablc idea of 
the Mimi, Horace indeed speaks slighting of the 
literary merit of the Mirni of Laberius, cither from 
the arbitrary nature of their composition, or from 

* Wliat an inward humiliation Cscsar would have felt, ebuld 
he have supposed tliat in a few generations, Nero, his succeasor 
in absolute sovereignty, from a mere lust for self-degradation, 
frequently exhibited himself in a manner, which, even in a 
Roman of the middle rank of life, he then knew would excite 
a general feeling of discontent. 
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the negligent manner in which they were executed* 
However, we ought not to allow our opinion on 
this subject to be too much influenced by this 
critical poet ; for, from motives which w^ can 
easily comprehend, he lays much greater stress 09 
the careful use of the file, than on original boldness, 
and fulness of invention. One entire Mmmy 
which unfortunately time has not spared for us, 
would have thrown more light on the question, 
than all the confused accounts of the grammarians, 
and all the conjectures of modern scholars* 

The regular comedy of the Romans was for the 
most part palUata, that is, it appeared in a Gre^uan 
dress, and represented Grecian manners. This is 
the case with the whole of the comedies of Plautus 
and Terence. But they had also a comcedia togata, 
$0 called from the Roman dress which was worn in 
it. Afranim is celebrated as the principal writer 
in this walk. We have no remains whatever of 
him, and the accounts of the nature of his works 
are so very scanty, that we cannot even determine 
with certainty, whether the togatae were original 
comedies of an entirely new invention, or merely 
Greek comedies adapted to Roman manners. The 
last case is the more probable, as Afranius lived in 
a period when the Roman genius had not yet at*^ 
tempted to soar on the wings of original inventions 
and yet we cannot well conceive the possibility 
of adapting Attic comedies, without the greatest 
violence and constraint, to local circumstances of so 
very different a nature. The way of living of tlie 
Romans was in general serious and grave, although 
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in private society they displayed a great turn for 
ivit and joviality* The diversity of ranks among 
the Romans was politically marked in a very decided 
manner, and the wealth of private individuals was 
frequently not inferior to that of sovereigns : women 
lived much more in society, and acted a much more 
important part with them than among the Greeks s 
and from this independence they fully participated 
in the overwhelming tide of corruption and external 
refinement by which it was accompanied. With 
these essential differences, an original Roman comedy 
would have been a remarkable phenomenon, and 
would have enabled us to see these conquerors of 
the world in an aspect altogether new. That this 
however was not accomplished in the commdia to* 
gata^ the indifferent nianner in which it is men- 
tioned by the ancients will hardly leave us any 
reason to doubt. Quinctilian has not attempted to 
conceal from us that the Latin literature was lamest 
in comedy ; these are the very words in which be 
expresses himself. 

With respect to tragedy, we must in the first 
place remark, that the Grecian theatre was not in- 
troduced into Rome without considerable changes in 
its arrangement, that the chorus had no longer a 
place in the orchestra, in which the most dis- 
tinguished spectators, tlie knights and senators, now 
sat, but remained on the stage itself. Hence, tlie 
same objections which we urged against the at^ 
tempts to introduce the chorus in modern times, 
are equally applicable to the Roman theatre. — 
Other deviations from the Grecian plan were sane- 
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tion^d, which could hardly be considered as im- 
provements. Even at the introduction of the re- 
gular drama, Livius Andronicus, a Grecian by 
birth, and the first tragic poet and actor of Rome, 
in the monodies (lyrical pieces which were sung 
by one person, and not by the chorus), separated 
the singing from the mimetic dancing, so that the 
latter only remained to the actor; and instead of the 
former, a boy stood beside the flute-player, and ac- 
companied him with his voice. Among the Greek's 
in better times, the tragic singing, and the ac- 
companying rhythmical gestures, w^ere so simple, 
that one person was siifiicient to do at the sam^ 
time tlic most ample justice to both. The Romans 
however, it would seem, preferred separate skill to 
harmonious unity. Hence arose their fondness, at 
an after period, for pantomimes, of which the art 
was, in the time of Augustus, carried to the greatest 
perfection. From the names of the most celebrated 
of the performers, Pylades, Bathyllus, &c. it would 
appear that those wlio practised this mute elo- 
quence in Rome were Greeks ; and the lyrical 
pieces which their dancing expressed were also 
delivered in the Grecian language. Roscius fre- ’ 
quently played without a mask, and in this respect 
probably he did not stand alone: but as far as w^e 
know, there never was any instance of it among the 
Greeks. The alteration in question might con- 
tribute to the more brilliant developemcnt of hi^ 
^ and the Romans, who were pleased with it^ 
aKWed here also that they had a higher lelish for 
the disproportionate and prominent talents of a 
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virtuoso, than for the harinomous impression of a 
work of art, considered as a whole. 

In the tragic literature of the Romans, there are 
two epochs : the first that of Livius Andronicus, 
NflBvius; Ennius, and also of Paciivius and Attios, 
wfio both flourished somewhat later than Plaiitus 
and Terence ; and tlie second, the refined e]K)ch 
of the Augustan age. The former produced only 
translators and imitators of Grecian works, but it is 
probable that they succeeded better in tragedy than 
in comedy. Elevation of expression usually appears 
somewhat unbending in a language not sufficiently 
cultivated, but still it may be attained by per^ 
severance; but to catch the negligent grace of 
social raillery, we must ourselves be possessed of 
humour and refinement. Here however, as well as 
in the case of Plautus and Terence, w'C have not a 
single fragment of the Greek original, to enable us 
to judge of the accuracy and general felicity of the 
copy ; but a speech of considerable length, of the 
Freed Prometheus of Attius, is in no respect un- 
worthy of iEsebylus, and is also, in versification, 
mtKrh more polished* than the productions of the 
Latin comic writers generally are. This earlier 

* In what syllabic metres could these tragedians translate the 
Grecian choral odes ? Horace declares the imitation of Pindar, 
whose lyrical productions bear great resemblance to those of tra- 
gedy, altogether impracticable in Latin. Probably they never 
ventured into the labyrinths of the choral strophes, which were nei- 
ther calculated for the language nor the ear of the Homans. The 
tragedies of Seneca never ascend higher beyond the anapest 
than a sapphic or choriamhic verse, which, wlicn monotonously 
repeated, is very distagroeable to tbe ear. 
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style was carried to perfection by Pacuvius and 
Attius, whose pieces kept their place on the stage, 
and seem to have had many admirers down to the 
times of Cicero, and even still later. Horace directs 
his jealous criticism against these, as well as all the 
other old poets. 

It was the ambition of the contemporaries of 
Augustus, to measure their powers with the Greeks 
in a more original manner; hut their labours were 
not in every department attended with equal success. 
The number of amateurs who attempted to shine in 
tragedy was particularly great; and works of the 
Emperor himself are even mentioned. Hence there 
is every reason for supp9sing that Horace wrote 
his epistle to the Pisos, chiefly with the view of 
deterring these young men from so dangerous a 
career ; as they were, probably, infected by the 
universal passion, without possessing the requisite 
talents. One of the most renowned tragic poets of 
this age was the celebrated Asinius Pollio^ a man 
of an impassioned disposition, as Pliny informs us, 
and who, in plastic works, was fond of whatever 
bore the same character* It was he who brought 
with him the well known groupe of the Farnesian 
Bull from Rhodes, and erected it at Rome. If his 
tragedies bore the same relation to those of Sopho* 
cles, which this bold, wild, but somewhat extrava-: 
gant groupe does to the tranquil grandeur of Niobe,. 
we have every reason to regret their loss. But the 
political importance of Pollio might easily blind bis 
contemporaries with respect to the value of bht 
poetical labours. Ovid^ who tried so many depart 
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ments of poetry, has also attempted tragedy, and is 
the author of a Medea. From the garrulous and 
common place displays of passion in his Heroides^ 
we might at most expect from him, in tragedy, a 
caricature of Euripides. Quinctilian however as* 
serts that he proved here, for once, what he could 
have done, had he chosen to restrain himself in- 
stead of yielding to his natural propensity to dif* 
fuseness. 

These and all the other tragic attempts of the 
age of Augustus have perished. We cannot es- 
timate with any degree of certainty the magnitude 
of the loss which we have here suffered, but from 
all appearances it is not extraordinarily great.— 
The Grecian tragedy had at first to struggle in 
Rome with all the inconveniencies of a plant re- 
moved to a foreign soil ; the Roman religion was 
in some degree related to the Greek, yet by no 
ineans so completely the same as many people sup- 
pose, but the heroic mythology of the Greeks was 
merely introduced into Rome by the poets, and 
was in no wise connected with the national recol- 
lections. The idea of an original Roman tragedy 
is now present to me, obscurely indeed, and in the 
back ground of time, and with that indistinctness 
which any thing must have, which never issued 
from the bosom of possibility into existing reality. 
It ought to have been altogether different in sub- 
stance and form from that of the Greeks, and con*^ 
ceived in the* old Roman character of religion and 
pafriotism* Every thing like creative poetry can 
ool^ be derived from the inward life of a people. 
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and from religion, the root of that life. The spirit 
of the Roman religion was however originally, and 
before the substance of it was sacrificed to foreign 
ornament, quite different from that of tlic Grecian. 
The latter was plastically flexible, the former saccr- 
dotally immutable. The Roman creed, and the 
customs founded on it, were more serious, moral, 
pious, displayed more insight into nature, and had 
something more of magic and mysticism, than that 
part at least, of the Greek religion, whiclj was not 
included in the mysteries. As the Greek tragedy 
represented the struggle of man in a state of free- 
dom with destiny, a true Roman tragedy ought to 
have exhibited the subjection of human impulse to 
the holy and binding force of religion^ and the 
visible presence of that religion in all earthly things. 
But this spirit had been long extinguished, when 
the want of poetry of a cultivated description first 
began to be felt by tliem. The Patricians, in their 
origin an Etrurian sacerdotal school, had become 
mere statesmen and warriors, who considered their 
hereditary priesthood in no other light than that 
or a political form. Their sybillinc books, their 
vedams, were then unintelligible to them, not so 
much from antiquity of character, as because they 
no longer possessed the higher knowledge which 
was the key to that sanctuary. What the Latin 
heroic^ tales might have become under an earlier 
dcvelopcrnent, as well as their peculiar colouring, ‘we 
may still see, from soinc traces in Virgil, Pro- 
pertius, and Ovid, who then however handled them 
as matters* of .antiquity. 
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Moreover, although the Romans were at length 
desirous of becoming thorough Hellenists, they were 
deficient in that milder humanity, of which we may 
observe traces in Grecian history, poetry, and art, 
even in the time of Homer. From the most 
austere virtue, which, like Curtius, sacrificed every 
personal inclination to love of country, they pro- 
ceeded, with the most fearful rapidity, to a state of 
corruption from avarice and luxury, equally with- 
out example. In their cliaracter they always be- 
trayed that their first founder was not suckled at 
the breast of a woman, but of a raging wolf. They 
were the tragedians of the history of the world, who 
exhibited many a deep tragedy of kings led in 
chains and pining in dungeons; they were the iron 
necessity of other nations ; universal destroyers for 
the sake of rearing at last, from the ruins, the mau- 
soleum of their own dignity and freedon), in the 
midst of an obsequious world, reduced to one dull 
uniformity. It was not given to them to excite 
emotion by the mitigated accents of mental suffer- 
ing, and to touch with a delicate hand every note 
of the scale of feeling. They naturally sought also 
in tragedy, by overleaping all intervening grada- 
. tions, to reach at once the extreme, both in the 
stoicism of. heroism, and in the monstrous fury of 
criminal desires. . Nothing of their ancient great- 
ness had remained to them biit the contempt of 
pain and death, when after an extravagant enjoy- 
; ment of life they were at last called upon to sub- 
; mit to these evils* They then impressed this seal 
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of their former grandeur on their tragic hei^, 
with a self-satisfied and ostentatious profusion. 

Finally, in the age of polished literature, among 
a people fond, even to a degree of madness, of 
shows and spectacles, the dramatic poets were still 
in want of a poetical public. In the triumphal 
processions, the fights of gladiators and of wild 
beasts, all the splendour of the world, all the won- 
ders of every clime, were brought before the eye of 
the spectator, who was glutted with scenes of the 
most violent and bloody description. What effect 
could the more refined gradations of tragic pathos 
produce on nerves so steeled ? It was the ambition 
of the powerful among them to exhibit in one day 
to the people, on stages erected for the purpose, and 
immediately afterwards destroyed, the immense 
plunder which they derived from foreign or civil 
war. The relation which Pliny gives of the archi- 
tectural decoration of the stage erected by Scaurus, 
borders on the incredible. When magnificence 
could be carried no farther, they endeavoured to 
surprise by the novelty of mechanical inventions.- — 
In this way, a Roman, at the burial solemnity of his 
father, caused two theatres to be constructed in 
honour of him, resting with their backs on each 
other, and made to move in such a manner on a 
single hinge, = that at the end of the play, they were 
wheeled round with all the spectators within them, 
and formed together into one circus, in which com- 
bats of gladiators were exhibited. In the pleasure 
of the eyes that of the ears was altogether lost ; rope 
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dancers and white elephants were preferred to every 
dramatic entertainment; the embroidered purple 
robes of the actor were applauded^ as we are told by 
Horace^ and so little attentive and quiet was the 
great body of the spectators, that he compares their 
noise to that of the roaring of the ocean, or of a 
mountain forest in a storm. 

We have only one sample of the tragical talent 
of the Romans remaining, from which however it 
would be unjust to draw a conclusion with respect 
to the productions of better times ; I allude to tibe 
ten tragedies which go by the name of Seneca. 
Their claim to this title appears very doubtful to 
me : perhaps it is founded merely on the circum- 
stance of Seneca appearing in Octavia, one of these 
plays ; but this would rather lead one to draw a 
different conclusion. The opinions of the learned 
are very much divided on the subject ; some ascribe 
them partly to Seneca the philosopher, and partly 
to his father the rhetorician ; others ascribe them to 
a Seneca, a tragedian, a different person from both. 
Hence it is generally allowed that the different 
pieces are neither from the same hand, nor even of 
the same age. For the honour of the Roman taste 
we might be inclined to consider them the pro- 
ductions of a very late period of antiquity; but 
Quinctilian quotes a verse from the Medea of Seneca, 
whicli is to be ^ound in the play of that name in 
the collection in question, and therefore the au*> 
thenticity of this piece cannot be doubted, though 
its merits do not seem to be in any way pre^mi* 
4 
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nent above the others,* We find also in Lucan a 
contemporary of Nero, a similar display of bom- 
bast, in which every thing great is distorted to 
nonsense. The state of violence and constraint in 
which Rome was kept under a series of blood- 
thirsty tyrants, had also given an unnatural cha- 
racter to eloquence and poetry. The same thing 
has been observed in similar periods modern 
history. Under the wise and mild government of 
a Vespasian and a Titus, and of a Trajan more 
especially, the Romans returned to a purer taste. 
But whatever period may have given birth to tlie 
tragedies of Seneca, they are beyond description 
bombastical and frigid, unnatural in character and 
action, revolting from their violation of every pro- 
priety, and so destitute of every thing like theatrical 
effect, that I am inclined to believe they were never 
destined to leave the rhetorical schools for the stage. 
These productions have nothing in common with 
the old tragedies, those sublime creations of the 
poetical genius of the Greeks, but the name, the 
outward form, and the mythological materials ; and 
yet they seem to have been composed with the 
obvious intention of excelling them ; but they bear 

* The author of this Medea makes the heroine strangle her 
children before the eyes of the people, notwithstanding the 
admonition of Horace, who probably had an example of the 
Roman theatre before his eyes; for a Greek would hardly have 
committed this error. The Roman tragedians must have had 
ip^icular relish for seeking novelty and effect in such horrible 
exhibitions. 
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the same relation to the Grecian works, which a 
hollow hyperbole does to the most fervent truth. 
Every tragical common-place is spun out to the 
very last; all is phrase; and even the most common 
remark is delivered in stilted language* The most 
complete poverty of sentiment is dressed out with 
wit and acuteness. There is even a display of 
fancy in them^ or at least a phantom of it; for 
they contain an example of the misapplication of 
every mental faculty. The authors have found out 
the secret of being diffuse, even to wearisomeness, 
and at the same time so epigrammatically laconic, 
as to be often obscure and unintelligible. Their 
characters are neither ideal nor actual beings, but 
gigantic puppets, who are at one time put in motion 
by the string of an unnatural heroism, and at an- 
other by that of a passion equally unnatural, which 
no guilt nor enormity can appal. 

In a history of the dramatic art I should have 
altogether overlooked the tragedies of Seneca, if, 
from a blind prejudice for every thing which has 
come down to us from antiquity, they had not 
been often imitated in modern times. They were 
more early and more generally known than the 
Greek tragedies. Not merely learned men, with- 
out a feeling for art, have judged favourably of 
them, nay preferred them to the Grecian tragedies, 
but even poets have accounted them deserving of 
their study and imitation. The influence of Se- 
neca on Corneille’s idea of tragedy cannot be mis- 
taken ; Racine too, in his Phaedra, has condescended 
to borrow a good deal from him, and among other 

• VOL. I. u 
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things, nearly the vrhde nceoe ef the declaration 
of . Jove, of all which we have as eniuneration in 
Bruaioy. 

We now leave the productions of classical set 
tiquity, and proceed to the dramatic literature of 
the moderns. Respecting the order most con* 
venient for the subject of which we are about to 
treat, it may be doubtful whether we ought to con* 
sider, seriatim, what each nation has accomplished^ 
or to proceed from one to another, according to the 
manner in which .their influences have been re- 
ciprocally felt and crossed by each other. The 
productions of die Italian tlieatre, for instance, 
after its first revival, liad an influence on the 
French at its commencement, but the influence of 
the latter was again felt by the Italian stage in a 
considerable degree. The French, before their 
stage attained its full maturity, borrowed sdll mete 
ftom the Spaniards thsm from the Italians i in later 
times, Voltaire attempted to enlarge their theatrical 
circle, by an imitation of die English, but this was 
not productive of any great eii^t, from dieir idw 
aS imitation the ancients, and from their taste, iii 
wt, according to which every thing bad already 
been immutably fixed. The English and Spanish 
rtages are nearly independent of all the rest, and 
also of one another ; they have bad a great influenep 
on the theatrre of other countries, but yeiy little 
in return. But to avoid perplexity and confusioq, 
it serens more adviseable to separate the di&teot 
literatures from each other, noticing SMt the same 
time the e&cts produced by foreign uxiSiieiiCf.--’- 
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This is the more nec^iary, as in some of the 
modern nations the principle of imitation of the 
ancients has prevailed without limitation ; and in 
others, the romantic spirit^ or at least an originality 
altogether independent of classical models : the 
former is the case with the Italians and French, and 
the latter with the English and Spaniards. 

I have already, in passing, alluded to the manner 
in which the then degenerate plays of the Greeks 
and Romans were abolished, by the introduction of 
Christianity, before even an end was put to every 
thing like art, by the eruptions of the northern 
conquerors. After the long sleep of the dramatic 
and theatrical spirit in the middle ages, which 
began to awake aga:in in mysteries and moralities, 
independent of classical models, the first endeavour 
to imitate the ancients in their theatre, as well as in 
other arts and departments of poetry, was made by 
the Italians. The Sophonisba of Trissino^ in the 
beginning of the sixteenth century, is generally 
named as the first regular tragedy. 1 cannot boast 
pf having ever read this literary rarity, but I know 
the author, on oftier subjects, to be a spiritless 
jpedWnt ; and as even the learned, who are the most 
earnest in their imitation of the ancients, declare it 
a dull work of diligence, without any poetical spirit, 
we may, wiftiout any farther examination, safely 
acquiesce in this decision; It is singular that, while 
all die ancient forms, even to the chorus, are serSE- 
pufensly retained, the province of mytliology is 
cfaiiiged for that of the Roman History. 

The pastoral dramas of Tasso and Guuriniy which 
u 2 
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appeared towards the middle of the sixteenth cen- 
tury, and in which the subject, though for the most 
part not tragical, is however noble, and even idea1^ 
may be considered to form an epoch in poetry.-— 
They are furnished with choruses of the most dis- 
tinguished beauty, which float, no doubt, like lyri- 
cal voices in the air, and do not appear in person, 
and are still less introduced as constant witnesses of 
the transactions, according to rules of probability. 
These compositions were certainly destined for the 
theatre; they were represented with great pomp, 
and we may presume in a noble taste, at Ferrara 
and Turin. But even this gives us an idea of the 
infancy of the theatre at that time : although there 
is a general plot and catastrophe, yet the action 
stands still in single scenes, and leads us to conclude 
that the spectators were but little accustomed to 
theatrical amusements, and consequently not diffi- 
cult to please, and that they patiently waited the de- 
velopement of beautiful poetry without dramatic 
progress. The Pastor jido in particular, is an in- 
imitable production : original and yet ckssical ; 
romantic in the spirit of the love which it repre- 
sents ; in its form, distinguished by the grand and 
simple stamp of classical antiquity ; with the sweet 
triflings of poetry, full of the high and chaste beauty 
of feeling. No poet has succeeded so well in com- 
bining the peculiarities of the modern and antique. 
]^e displays a profound feeling of the essence of 
ancient tragedy; for the idea of fate animates 
file subject of his piece, and the principal characters 
may be said to be ideal: he has also introduced 
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caricatures, and on that account called the com- 
position a tragi-comedy ; but they are only cari- 
catures from their sentiments, and not from the 
vulgarity of their manners; in the same manner as, 
in ancient tragedy, even the subordinate persons^ 
slaves, or messengers, are invested with a portion of 
the general dignity. 

This production is of the utmost importance in 
the history of poetry in general; but it had no 
effect on dramatic poetry, and the thing could fiiardly 
be otherwise. 

I return now to what may properly be called, the 
tragedy of the Italians. After Sophojaisba, and a 
few pieces of the same period, which Calsabigi calls 
the first tragic lispings of Italy, a number of works 
of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth cen- 
turies are cited ; but there is nothing among them 
which has acquired any particular reputation^ or 
which at any rate has preserved it. Although all 
these writers laboured, as they thought, according 
to the rules of Aristotle, we have the following 
picture of their tragical abortions from Calsabigi, a 
critic altogether devoted to the French system : 

Distorted^ complicated, improbable plots, miscon- 
ception of scenic regulations, useless personages, 
double actions, inconsistency of character, gigantic 
or childish thoughts, feeble verses, affected phrases, 
the total absence of harmonious and natural poetry ; 
all this decked out with ill-timed descriptions and 
similes, or idle philosophical and political disqoi*^ 
sitions ; in every scene some silly amour, with all 
the trite insipidity of common-place gallantry; of 
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tragic strength, of the conflict of passi^s, of over- 
powering theatrical catastrophes, not the smallest 
MCe.” We cannot prevail on ourselves to rummage 
through the whole of the lumber of forgotten litera- 
ture, and we shall therefore immediately proceed to 
(be consideration of the Merope of Maffei# which 
e{^>eared in the beginning of the eighteenth centuiy. 
Its success in Italy was great on its first publica- 
tion; and in other countries it obtained un un- 
comnion degree of reputation from the competition 
of Voltaire. The object of both was to restore in 
some measure a lost piece of Euripides, highly 
praised by the ancients, from the account given of 
its contents by Hyginus. Voltaire, under the guise 
of eulogy, has criticised the Merope of Maffei, like a 
rival; and there is a lengthened criticism on it in 
the Dramaturgie of Lessing, equally ingenious and 
impartial. He pronounces it, notwithstanding its 
purity and simplicity of taste^ as the work of a 
learned antiquary, rather than of a mind naturally 
adapted for> and practised in the dramatic art* We 
must attribute therefore the great reputation of this 
work to the previous state of the drama ip Italy* 
After MaflS^i came Metustasio and Alfieri; the 
first before the middle, and the other in the latter 
part of the eighteenth century* I here include the 
musical dramas of Metastasio, because their general 
aim is to produce a serious and pathetic effect, 
because they lay claim to ideality of conception, 
and because ip their ext^nal fbrtn there is in part 
an observance of wbat is considered as belongitig to 
jDeguIau- tragedy. Bodi poets^ although totally, dif- 
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ferent in Iheir aim, wem however influenced in 
common by the productions of the French stage. 
It is true they have both declared themselves too 
decidedly against this school to be considered as 
properly belonging to it; they have assured us that 
they purposely avoided reading the French models, 
for the sake of preserving their own originality. 
But this very precaution appears somewhat sus* 
picious: whoever feels himself jierfectly secure in 
his own independence may without any hesitation 
study the works of his predecessors ; he will derive 
from them an improvement in art, and yet be en- 
abled to stamp his peculiar character on his own 
productions. If it is really true that these poets 
never in reality perused the French tragedies, or 
only after the completion of their works, some 
imperceptible influence must have diffused itself 
throughout the atmosphere, which determined them 
without their own consciousness. This is veiy con- 
ceivable from the great reputation which, since the 
time of Louis XIV. the French tragedies have not 
only enjoyed with the learned, but also with the 
fashionable vrorid throughout all Europe ; from the 
new modelling of several foreign theatres acording 
to the French cot; from the prevailing tone of 
criticism, in which negative correctness was every 
thing, a tone which Prance gave to the literature of 
other countries. The affinity is in both undeifiable, 
but more striking in Alfieri^ from the intermixture 
of the musical element in Metastasio. I flnd^it in 
total absence of the romantic spirit ; in a certain 
fanciless insipidity of composition ; iti the manner 
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of handling jnythological and historicaliinaterials, 
yi^hicli is neither , properly mythological nor his- 
torical ; lastly^ in the aim to produce a tragic purity, 
which degenerates into monotony. The unities of 
place and time have been uniformly observed by 
Alheri ; the latter could only be observed by Me- 
tastasio^ as a change of scene was required of the 
opera poet. Alheri afibrds in general no food for 
the eyes. In his plots he aimed at the antique sim- 
plicity, while Metastasio in his rich intrigues fol- 
lowed Spanish models, and borrowed^ in particular, 
a great deal from Calderon.^ Yet the harmonious 
ideality of the ancients was as foreign to the one, 
as the charm of the romantic poets, arising foom 
the indissoluble mixture of elements apparently in- 
congruous, was to the other. 

tlyeu before Metastasio, Apostolo Zeno had puri- 
fied, as it is called, the opera, a phrase which, in 
the sense of modern critics, often means the de- 
priving a thing of substance and vigour. He formed 
it on tragedy, and the French tragedy more espe-* 
cially; and a too faithful, or perhaps too slavish 
approximation to this model, is the very cause why 
he left so little room for musical developement, on 
which account his pieces were immediately driven 
by his more expert successor from the stage of the 
opera. It is in general a false direction in art, to 
attempt to introduce into one species, with evident 
disadvantages and at the expence of its own peculiar 

* This is expressly asserted by the learned Spaniard Arteaga, 
in work on the HiHory of the Opera. 
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bc^iuties, can be accomplished more perfectly 
in another. This originates in a chilling idea of 
regularity, established at once for all subfects, in- 
stead of observing the spirit of each, and ascertain- 
ing the peculiar laws by which it ought to be 
regulated. 

Metastasio threw Zeno into the shade, as, with 
the same object in view, he displayed a greater 
flexibility in acx:ommodating himself to the wants 
of the musician. The merits which have gained 
him the reputation of a classic among the Italians 
of the present day, and which have made him in 
some degree for them what Racine is for the French, 
are, the most perfect purify, clearness, elegance, 
and sweetness of language in general, and in par- 
ticular, the softest melody and tlie greatest love- 
liness in the songs. Perhaps no poet ever possessed 
ill a greater degree the talent of comprehending in a 
few lines the essential features of a pathetic situa- 
tion ; the songs with which the characters make 
their exit, are almost always the purest musical 
extract of their state of mind which can possibly be 
given. But we must own at the same time, that 
his pictures of passion are all general : his pathos is 
purified, not only from all cbaracteristical, but from 
all contemplative substance; and the poetic con- 
ception, being of no great weight, proceeds unre- 
mittingly with a light and easy motion, the care of 
a richer developement being left to the musician. 
Metastasio is musical tliroughout ; but, to follow up 
the . simile, we may observe that of die poetical 
music, he possesses only the part of melody, with* 
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out toy knowledge of harmony, or th^^^yiHieriDna 
of €Oiinterpoint« Or. to express myself in a 
different language, he is musical, but in no respect 
picturesque. His melodies are light and pleasant, 
but they are repeated with small variation ; wb^n 
we have read a few of his pieces we are acquaifited 
with all of them, and the composition is always as 
a whole without signification. His heroes are gal- 
lant like those of Corneille, his heroines tender like 
those of Racine ; but this has been too sharply cen- 
sured by many without a due consideration of the 
wants of the opera. It appears to me that he is 
only censurable for the selection of materials, the 
severe seriousness of nThich were incapable of bekig 
mixed up with such triflings, without a striking in- 
congruity. Had Metastasio not laid bold of great 
historical names, had he borrowed bis objects more 
frequently from mythology, or from compositions 
of a still more fanciful nature, had he always made 
the same happy choice which he has exhibited in 
his Achilles in Scyros, where, from the nature of 
the subject, the heroic is interwoven with the idyllic, 
we might then have pardoned him for universally 
piainting all bis characters in love. We should then 
willingly have permitted him to indulge in fanciful 
allusions of a still bolder description, if we ourselves 
have an understanding of what we ought to expect 
from an opera. By his tragical pretensioiis he iias 
injured himself: his powers were riot suit^ to the 
taskf and the seductive fiattery at which he aimed 
was incapable of union with overpowering enetgy. 
I have heard a celebrated Italian poet assert that 
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hid eountqi^iiien were moved to teers by Metastaeio. 
We can only get over such a national evidence 
at this, by accounting for the circumstance as a 
symptom of the moral constitution of the Italians. 
It appears to me undeniable, that a certain melting 
effeminacy in feeling and expression rendered Me- 
tastasio the delight of his contemporaries. He has 
lines which, from their dignity and vigorous con- 
ciseness, are perfectly suited to tragedy^ and yet we 
perceive a certain something in them, which seems 
to show that they were destined for the flexible 
throat of a soprano singer. 

The astonishing fortune of Metastasio throughout 
all Europe, and especially at courts, must also in a 
great measure be attributed to his being a court 
poet, not merely by profession, but also by the 
manner in which he composed, which was exactly 
that of the tragedians of the age of Louis XIV, — 
Superficial splendour without depth ; prosaic sen- 
timents and thoughts decked out with a choice 
poetical language; a courtly moderation in every 
Ibing, in the display of passion, and in the exhibi- 
tion of misfortune and crime; observation of the 
proprieties and apparent morality, for in these 
dramas voluptuousness is merely breathed, but never 
named, and the heart is always in eyer^ mouth ; 
it was impossible that all these properties should 
not recommend such tragical miniatures to the 
world of fashion^ Tlie pomp of noble sentiments 
ianot Spared, but they are closely followed by ttidls of 
^baseness, perpetrated with a levity peculiar to Me- 
tastasio^ It not nnfrequently happens that an 
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injured fair one dismisses her lover with ^he inten« 
tion of stabbing him behind. In almost all the 
pieces there appears a crafty knave who plays the 
traitor, for whom there is always in readiness a 
display of royal magnanimity, to make all matters 
even at the end. This levity with which base false- 
hood is taken into favour, as if it were merely an 
amiable weakness, would have appeared extremely 
disgusting, if his tragical incidents had taken a 
serious turn. But the poisoned cup is always at 
the seasonable instant dashed from the lips ; the 
daggers are either dropped, or they are forced from 
the hands of those who intend to use them, before 
the deadly blow can be struck ; the utmost injury 
received is a slight scratch ; and there is always 
some subterranean exit, afibrding the means of flight 
from the dungeon and from death. The dread of 
the ridiculous, that conscience of all poets who 
write for the world of fashion, is very visible in his 
avoiding all bold measures not sanctioned by cus- 
tom, in his avoiding every thing supernatural, be- 
cause a public of this description carries with it no 
belief in wonders, even to the fantastic stage of the 
opera. Yet this dread has not always served as a 
sure guide to Metastasio : besides an extravagant 
use of asidey which often appears ludicrous, the 
subordinate loves assume frequently the appearance 
of being intended as a parody of the others. Here 
the Abbe, who was thoroughly acquainted with the 
various gradations of cicisbeism, its pains and its 
pleasures, at once betrays himself. To the favoured 
lover there is generally opposed another, whose pre^‘ 
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sence is felt as an incumbrance, and who continuea 
to urge his suit without return, the soffione among 
the cicisbei; the former loves in all stillness, and 
frequently finds lio opportunity till the end of the 
piece, of offering his well turned declaration of love : 
we might call him patito. This unintermittirig 
love-chase is not confined to the male parts, but 
extended also to the female, that in every thing the 
most brilliant contrasts may be exhibited. 

A few only of the operas of Metastasio still keep 
possession of the stage, as the change of taste in 
music demands a different arrangement of the text. 
Metastasio seldom has choruses, and his airs are 
almost always for a single voice: with these the 
scenes are uniformly terminated, and the singer 
never fails to make his exit with them. It appears 
as if, proud of having exhibited this highest triumph 
of his feeling, he left the spectators to their asto- 
nishment, whenever the chirping of the passions in 
the recitatives rose in the air, to something like the 
more full tones of the nightingale. In an opera 
we now require more frequent duos and trios, and 
a crashing finale. In fact, the most difficult problem 
for the opera poet is the mixing the complicated 
voices of conflicting passions in one common har- 
mony, without injuring their essence : a problem 
however which is generally solved by both poet 
and musical composer in a very arbitrary manner. 

Alfieri, a bold and proud man, disdained to 
please by such meretricious means as those of which 
Metastasio had availed himself: he was highly in- 
censed at the emasculated and degraded state of his 
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coatiitymen^ and the degeneracy of his con(em- 
poraties in general. This rage stimulated him to 
vhe exhibition of a manly strength of mind, of 
stoical principles, and fi^e opinions, and on the 
other hand to depict all the horrors and enormities 
of despotism. The enthusiasm was ]3oliticaI and 
moral in a much greater degree than it was poetical, 
and we must praise his tragedies as the actions of 
the man rather than as the works of the poet.-^ 
From his great disincrmation to pursue the same 
path with Metastasio, he naturally fell into the 
opposite extreme : 1 should be disposed to call him 
a Metastasio reversed. If the muse of the latter is 
a love-sick nymph, the muse of Alfieri is an Ama- 
zon. He gave her a Spartan education, he aimed 
at being the Cato of the theatre ; but he forgot 
that, although the tragic poet may himself be a 
stoic, tragic poetry itself must never be stoical, if it 
would move and agitate us. His language is so 
destitute of imagery, that his characters seem al- 
together deprived of iancy ; it is broken and harsh ; 
be v^isfaed to steel it anew, and it thereby not only 
lost its splendour, but became brittle and inflexible. 
He is not only not musical, but positively too anti^ 
musical ; he tortures our feelings by the harshest 
dissonance, without any softening or solution.-^ 
Tragedy, from its elevation of sentiment, ought in 
in some degree to disentangle our minds from the 
sensual power of the body ; but to do this with effect, 
it must not attempt to strip this dangerous gift of 
heaVen of its charms : it must rather show os the 
higiSftt majesty of our existence surrounded hy 
5 
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abysses. When we read the tragedies of Alfien, 
the world appears in general in an obscure and n* 
pulsive aspect to us. A style of coinposition in 
which the ordinary course of human affiiirs is 
hibited as dark and gloomy, and the only variety 
is the horror of the eictraordinary catastrophes, re^ 
sembles a climate in which the perpetual fogs of a 
Qorthern winter are only illumined by the fiery 
storms of the torid zone. Wc must expect as little 
charactcristicai depth and refinement in Alfieri as 
in Metastasio : be exhibits only the opposite partial 
view of human nature. His characters are in the 
same manner cast according to naked and geneml 
ideas, and he frequently paints the extremes of blaek 
and white beside one another, without any inter* 
vening gradation. His .knaves, for the most part, 
exhibit all their deformity in their exterior; this 
might pass, although such a picture will hardly 
enable us to recognise them in real life ; but faia 
virtuous persons are not amiable, and this is a 
matter of much more serious importance. He 
studiously stripped himself of all the seductive graces^ 
wd even of all subordinate charms and ornaments 
if they had not been sufficiently daoiied by 
nature to this caustic genius), with the view of pro- 
moting bis moral aim, as he thought, without re* 
^ting that.die poet has no other means of leading 
the minds of men tban the fesdnations of his art* 
From the tragedy of the Greeks, with which he 
4rst became acquainted towards the of hta 
calmer, he was separated by a wide chasm ; and J 
qannpt consider his pieces as an imprpvem^ on 
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the French tragedy. Their atructure U more sim- 
ple/ the dialogue in some cases less conventional $ 
the dismissal of confidents has been highly extolledL 
as a difficulty overcome by him, and an improve- 
ment of the French system ; he had the same 
aversion to chamberlains and court ladies in poetry 
as in real life. But his pieces bear no comparison 
with the better Frencli tragedies in pleasing and 
brilliant eloquence ; they also display much l^ss 
skill in the plot, in the gradations, preparations, and 
transitions. Compare, for instance, the Britannicus 
of Racine with the Octavia of Alfieri. Both drew 
their materials from Tacitus; but which of them 
displayed the most perfect understanding of this 
profound master of the human heart ? Racine ap- 
pears here as a man who was thoroughly acquainted 
with all the corruptions of a court, and who saw 
ancient Rome under the Emperors in this glass of 
observation. On the other hand, if Alfieri did not 
expressly assure us that his Octavia was a daughter 
of Tacitus, we might be inclined to believe that she 
was modelled on that of the pretended Seneca. 
The colours with which he paints tyrants are those 
of the school rhetoricians. In his blustering and 
raging Nero, can we recc^niser the man who seemed 
formed by nature, as Tacitus says, " to conceal his 
hatred under caresses ? ” — the cowardly Sybarite, 
fantastically vain till the very last moment of his 
existence, cruel at first from fear, and afterwards 
from the extravagance of desire ? 

If Alfieri has been here unfaithful to Tacitus, he 
has proved himself not less superficial in his attempt " 
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to translate Maccbiavel into the language of poetry, 
in the Conspiracy of the Pazzu In this and 
other pieces from modern history, Philip and Don 
Gardai he has by no means hit the spirit and tone 
of modern times, nor even of his own nation : his 
ideas of the tragic style were at variance with every 
thing like a local and determinate costume. It is 
astonishing to see how the subjects borrowed from 
the tragic cycles of the Greeks, as the Orestiady for 
instance, lose all their heroic magnificence in his 
hands, and assume a modern and almost vulgar ain 
He has succeeded best in painting the public life of 
the Roman republic; and it is a great merit in 
Virginia that the action takes place in the forum, 
and in part before the eyes of the people* On 
other occasions the scene chosen by him is for the 
most part so invisible and indeterminate in its 
observed unity of place, that one would imagine 
it was some out of the way corner, where nobody 
came but persons involved in transactions of an un- 
pleasant nature. The stripping his kings and heroes 
altogether of their external pomp, produces the im* 
pression that the world is actually depopulated 
around them. This stage solitude is very striking 
in Sauly the scene of which is laid between two 
armies on the point of coming to a decisive battle, 
though this piece is in other respects highly superior * 
to the rest, from a certain oriental splendour, and 
from the lyrical sublimity in which the troubled 
mind of Saul is expressed. Myrrha is too bold an 
attempt to give a colour of propriety to a subject 
equally revolting to the senses and the fillings. 

VOJL. I. X 
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Ttie Spaniard Arteaga has criticised this tragedy 
and that of Philip with great severity, but with 
gr<^t truth. 

I reserve for the review of the present conditiori 
of the Italian theatre my remarks on what has 
been produced since the time of AI6eri, and return 
to give a short sketch of the history of comedy. 

In this department the Italians were not at first 
sufficiently attentive in their imitation of the an- 
cients to the difference of times and manners, and 
translations of Plautus and Terence were repre* 
sented on the oldest theatres ; but they soon fell 
into the most singular extravagancies. We have 
comedies of Ariosto and Macchiavel ; of the former 
in rimeless verse, vtrsi sdruccioli^ and even one in 
prose of the latter. Such men could produce no- 
thing which would not bear traces of their genius. 
But Ariosto in the cut of liis pieces kept too close 
to the invention of the ancients, and exhibited 
therefore no living picture of the manners of his 
times. In Macchiavel this is only the case in his 
Clizia, an imitation of Plautus ; the Mandragola^ 
and another comedy without a name, are sufficiently 
Florentine ; but unfortunately they are not of a very 
edifying description. A simple' husband who is 
deceived, and a hypocritical and pandering monk, 
play the principal parts. Inventions in the style of 
the free and merry tales of Boccacio are boldly and 
bluntly conveyed in the form of dialogue, but with 
respect to theatrical effect they do not display any 
great art. As MimU that is, as pictures of the 
language of ordinary life with all its idiotisms, these 
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productions arc much to be i^lnmended. They 
resemble the Latin coiliic poets in their indecency. 
This was indeed the general tone. The comedies 
of iPietro Aretino are merely remarkable for their 
immodesty. It seems as if the^ writers, deeming 
the spirit of a more refined love inconsistent with 
the essence of comedy, had exhausted the very lees 
of the sensual amours of the Greek comedy. 

At an earlier period, in the beginning of the six- 
teenth century, there was one unsuccessful attempt 
to dramatise a serious novel, as a middle species 
between comedy and tragedy, and to adorn it with 
jX)etical splendour: the Virginia of Accolii. I 
have never had an opportunity of reading it, but 
the unfavourable report of a literary man disposes 
me to think favourably of it,* According to his 
description, it must resemble the older pieces of the 
Spanish stage before it was yet suflficiently formed, 
and in common with them the stanza measure is 
used in it. The attempts at romantic drama have 
always failed in Italy, whereas in Spain again all 
endeavours to model the theatre according to the 

* BouterweJe's Geschichte der Poesic und BeredsamJeeit.-^ 

Erster Band, S34, &c. — M. Boutervrek has made himself 
ridiculous by saying : ** A poet with any knowledge of dramatic 
interest would hardly have attempted to convert this story into 
an ordinary comedy.’* Did he know or reflect that the story, as' 
related by him, agrees accurately m every circumstance with 
the plot of Shakspeare’s AlVs Well that ends Well? That Ac* 
colti in tliis comedy did not trouble himself with the unities of 
time and place (it was indeed impossible for him to observe 
them) draws down on him the vengeance of M. Bouterwek. 
Alas for the fate of poor Shakspeare in this History of Poetry I 
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rules of the anc^ts^ and latterly of the French, 
have uniformly been abortive, from the difference of 
national taste. 

We have a comedy from TassOy Gli Intrichi 
d^AmorCy which ought rather to be called a length- 
ened romance in the form of dialogue. So many 
and such wonderful events are crowded together 
within the narrow limit of five acts, that one in- 
cident treads closely upon the heels of another 
without the least dcvelopement, which gives an 
unsupportable hardness to the whole. Criminal 
, design^ arc portrayed with indifference, and the 
drollery is made to consist in the manner in which 
an event anticipates its consequences. We cannot 
here recognise the Tasso whose tender feelings for 
love, chivalry, and honour are pronounced so de- 
lightfully in his Jerusalem Delivered, on which 
account it has been doubted if this work ought 
really to be attributed to him. The richness of 
invention, if we may give this name to a rude ac- 
cumulation of incidents, is so great, that the atten- 
tion is tortured in the most painful manner, in 
endeavouring to avoid confounding one thing with 
another. 

We have a multitude of Italian comedies written 
about this period, and planned in the same manner, 
only with less order and connexion, the chief aim 
being to delight by means of indecency. A parasite 
and procuress are standing characters in all of them. 
Among the comic poets of this class, Giambatista 
Worta deserves to be distinguished. His plots are, 
it is true, like those of the rest, imitations of Plaul^s 
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and Terence, or dramatised tales ; but a tender 
feeling is breathed throughout the love-dialogues, 
which he seems to have laboured with peculiar 
fondness, a feeling which forces its way through the 
rudeness of Italian comedy, and which is so much 
at variance with the nature of the materials. 

In the seventeenth century, wlien the Spanish 
theatre flourished in all its glory, the Italians seem 
to have borrowed frequently from it ; but they must 
have disfigured the subjects which they so took from 
not having a due understanding of them. The 
neglect of the regular stag^ was increased by the 
passion for the opera, in which every thing else was 
swallowed up, and by the invincible taste of the 
tody of the people for improvisatory farces with 
standing masks. These last are not to be despised : 
they fix, as it were, many central points of the 
national character, in the comic exhibition of pecu- 
liarities of speech, dress, &c. Their recurrence 
does not by any means exclude the greatest diver- 
sity in the plot of the pieces, for it is as in chess, 
with a small number of men, every person having 
his determinate course, an endless number of com- 
binations is possible. But extemporary playing 
easily degenerates into insipidity 5 this may have 
been the case in Italy, notwithstanding the Italians 
possess a great fond of drollery and fantastic wit, 
and a peculiar felicity in farcical gesticulation. 

About the middle of the last century, Goldoni 
.appeared as a reformer of the Italian comedy, and 
his success was so great, that he remained almost 
.,e:?iclusively in possession of the comic stage. He is 
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certainly not deficient in theatrical skill; but, as 
the event has proved, his substance^ his depth of 
character, bis novelty and richness of invention, are 
not sucli as to ensure a durable reputation. His 
pictures of manners are true, but not sufficiently 
elevated above the range of every-day life ; he has 
exhausted the surface of life ; and as there is little 
progression in his dramas, and every thing turns 
usually on the same point, this adds to the impres- 
sion of shallowness and ennui. He would willingly 
have abolished masks altogether, but he could hardly 
have afforded a sufficient compensation from his 
* own means ; he retained only a few of them, as 
Harlequin, Brighclla, and Pantaloon, and limited 
their parts. He fell into a great uniformity of 
character, which indeed he partly confesses from 
his repetition of names : for instance, his Beatrice 
and Rosaura are always the one a lively, and the 
other a feeling young woman, and for any farther 
distinction it is not to be found in him. 

The excessive admiration of Goldoni, and the 
injury sustained by the masked comedy, for which 
the company of Sacchi in Venice possessed the 
highest talents, gave rise to the dramas of Gozzi. 
They are fairy tales in a dramatic form, in which 
however, along with the wonderful, versified, and 
serious part, he introduced the whole of the masks, 
and allowed them Uie most unrestrained develope- 
ment. They are pieces for effect, if ever there were 
such pieces, of great boldness and plot, still more 
fantastic than romantic, although he was the first of 
the comic poets of Italy who showed any feeling 
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for honour and love. The execution is by no means 
careful or skilful^ but dashed off in the manner of a 
sketch. With all his whimsical boldness he is still 
extremely familiar ; the principal motives are de- 
tailed with the most unambiguous perspicuity, all 
the touches are coarse and vigorous: he says, he 
knows well that his countrymen are fond of the 
most robust situations. After his imaginatmn had 
been in some degree wearied with oriental tales, be 
applied himself to the re-modelling of Spanish plays, 
particularly those of Calderon ; but here he is de- 
serving of much less praise. The ethereal and 
delicately shaded poetry of the Spaniard is uni- 
formly vulgarised by him, and exhibited in glaring 
colours ; the weight of his masks draws the aerial 
texture to the ground, as the humorous introduction 
of the gracioso in the Spanish is of a much more 
refined character. This extravagant caricature of 
the masked parts served as an admirable contrast to 
the wildly wonderful nature of the fairy tale. Tlie 
character of the pieces was, in the serious part, as 
well as in the accompanying drollery, equally re- 
moved from natural truth. In this manner Gozzi 
fell almost accidentally on a fund of the deepest 
import, of which he was not himself perhaps aware : 
his prosaical, and for the most part improvisatory, 
masks; formed altogether of themselves the irony 
of the poetical part. What I mean by irony, I 
shall explain more fully when I come to the justifi- 
cation of the mixture of the tragic and comic in the 
romantic drama of Shakspeare and Calderon. I 
shall only hero observe, tliat it is a sort of con* 
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fesftion interwoven into the subject itself, and ex- 
pressed with more or less distinctness, of its over- 
charged partiality in matters of fancy and feeling, 
by means of which the equilibrium is again restored. 
The Italians were not however aware of this, and 
Gozzi has not found any followers to carry his rude 
sketches to a higher degree of perfection. Instead 
of combining like him, only in a more refined man- 
ner, the charms of wonderful poetry with exhila- 
rating mirth; instead of comparing Gozzi, not- 
withstanding the great disparity, with the foreign 
masters of the romantic drama, and from the un- 
conscious affinity between them in spirit and plan, 
drawing the conclusion that the common principle 
was founded in nature ; the Italians have contented 
themselves with considering the pieces of Gozzi as 
the wild offspring of an extravagant imagination, 
and with banishing them from the stage. The 
comedy with masks is held in contempt by the 
classes who suppose themselves polished, as if they 
were too wise for this exhibition, and it is aban- 
doned by them to the common people at the Sunday 
representations in the theatres and in puppet-shows. 
Although this contempt must have an injurious in- 
fluence on masks, no actor of talents devotes 
himself to them, so that they are altogether desti- 
tute of examples of the spirited and witty manner 
in which they were formerly fllled, this species 
is still however the only one in which we find 
original apd truly theatrical entertainment in Italy.* 

* A years ago, 1 saw ia Milan an Trujffhldin or 
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In tragedy they generally imitate Alfieri, who, 
although it is the prevailing fashion to admire him, 
expresses his thoughts in too strong and manly a 
manner, to be supportable on the stage. They 
have produced single pieces of merit, but the prin- 
ciples of tragic art which Alfieri followed are al- 
together false, and in the bawling and heartless 
declamation of their actors, this tragic poetry, strip- 
ped with stoical severity of all the charms of group- 
ing, of musical harmony, and of every thing like 
tender feeling, is represented with the most deaden- 
ing uniformity and monotony.* 

One of their living iK)ets, Giovanni Pindemontu 
has endeavoured to introduce greater extent, variety, 
and nature into his historical plays, but he has been 
severely bandied by their critics for descending from 

Harlequin, and here and there in obscure theatres, and even in 
puppet-shows, admirable representations of the old traditional 
jokes of the country. 

* As all the rich rewards are reserved for the singers, it it 
natural that their players, who are only introduced as a sort of 
fill up between singing and dancing, should, for the most part, 
not even possess the A, 6, C, of their art, a pure pronunciation, 
and a cultivated memory. They have no idea that their parts 
ought to be got by heart, and hence we hear every piece almost 
twice over in an Italian theatre ; Uie prompter speaks as loud as 
a good player elsewhere, and in order to be distinguished from 
him they bawl most insufferably. It is exceedingly amusing to 
see the prompter, when from the general forgetfulness a scene 
threatens to fall into confusion, labouring away, and stretching 
out his head from his hole like a serpent, hurrying through the 
dialogue before the different speakers, and entering into their 
parts. Of all the actors in the world, I conceive those of Paris 
to have their parts best by heart ; in this, as well as in the know« 
ledge of versification, the Germans are far inferior to theno. 
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the height of the cothurnus to attain a truth of 
circomstance^ without which it is impossible for 
this species of drama to exist; perhaps also for 
deviating from the strict observation of the tradi- 
tional rules, so blindly adored by them. If the 
Italian verse is in fact so fastidious as not to bear 
many historical peculiarities, modern names and 
titles for instance, let tliem write partly in prose, 
and call the production not a tragedy, but an his- 
torical drama. It seems in general to be assumed 
as an undoubted principle, that the ^erso sciolto 
of eleven syllables without rhyme is the only one fit 
for the drama, but this does not seem to me to be 
by any means proved. This verse, in variety and 
metrical signification, is greatly inferior to the Eng- 
lish and German rhymeless iambic, from its uniform 
femimne termination, and from there being merely 
an accentuation in Italian, without any syllabic 
measure; in the frequent transition of the sense 
from verse to verse, according to every possible 
division, the lines flow into ’one another with* 
out its being possible for the ear to separate them. 
Alfieri imagined that he bad found out the genuine 
dramatic manner of treating this verse correspond- 
ing to his dialogue, which consists of nothing but 
detached periods, or rather of propositions entirely 
unperiodical and abruptly terminated. It is pos- 
sible that he carried with him into his works a 
personal peculiarity, for he was exceedingly laco- 
nic ; he was also, as he himself relates, determined 
by the example of Seneca: but what a different 
lesson lie would have learned from the Greeks! 
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We do not, it is trne^ connect our language ao 
much in conversation as in an oratorical harangue, 
but the opposite extreme is equally unnatural. We 
observe a certain continuity in our common dis- 
course, we give a developement to arguments and 
objections, and in an instant we are animated by 
passion to a fulness of expression, to a flow of 
eloquence, and even to lyrical sublimity. The ideal 
dialogue of tragedy may therefore find in actual 
conversation all the various tones and turns of 
poetry, with the exception of epic repose. I should 
therefore conceive the manner of Metastasio, and of 
Tasso, and Guarini before him, in their pastoral 
dramas, to be much more pleasant and suitable 
than the monotonous verse of eleven sylkbles : they 
intermix verses of seven syllables, and occasionally, 
after a number of blank lines, introduce a couple of 
rhymes, and even insert a rhyme in the^middlc of a 
verse. From this the transition to more measured 
strophes, either in ottwoe rime^ or in lyrical 
metres, would be easy. Rhyme, and tlie connexion 
which it occasions, have nothing in them inconsis- 
tent with the essence of dramatic dialogue, and the 
rejection of a change of measure in the drama rests 
merely on a chilling idea of regularity. 

No 'suitable versification has yet been invented in 
Italy for comedy. The mrso sciolte, as is well 
known, does not answer; it is not sufficiently Farni* 
liar. The verse of twelve syllables, with d^sdrucciolo 
termination selected by Ariosto, is much better, 
resembling the trimeter of the ancients, but is still 
somewhat monotonous. It has be^n however but 
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little cultivated. The Martellian verse^ a bad imi- 
tation of the Alexandrine, is a downright torture to 
the ear. Chiari, and occasionally Goldoni, at last 
used it, and Gozzi by way of derision. It still re- 
mains therefore to the prejudice of a more elegsmt 
style in prose. 

Of new comedies the Italians have none ; if they 
havei, the pictures of manners are still more dull and 
superficial than those of Goldoni, without drollery, 
without invention, and, from their every-day com- 
mon-place, downrightly disgusting. But they have 
acquired a just relish fcir the sentimental drama and 
familiar tragedy ; they play with great fondness the 
popular German pieces of this description, and 
even produce the most detestable imitations of them. 
From being accustomed to operas and ballets, their 
favourite dramatic amusements, in which nothing 
more is attempted than a beautiful air or an ele- 
gant movement, from time to time, it would seem 
that the public have altogether lost all sense of 
dramatic connexion : they are perfectly well satis- 
fied with two acts from different operas in the same 
evening, or with seeing the representation of the 
last act of an opera before the first. 

We do not therefore believe that we are saying 
too much when we affirm, that both dramatic 
poetry and the histrionic art are in the most woeful 
decline in Italy,* that the first foundation of a 

* attributes the cause of this state to the want of 

pertflpibt companies of players, and of a capital. In this last 
reason there is certainly some foundation : in England, Spain, 
aefi France, a national system of dramatic art has been deve* 
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national theatre has not yet been laid, and that there 
is no prospect of their ever having one, till the pre> 
vailing ideas on the subject undergo a total change. 

lifted and establi^ed ; in Italy and Germany, where there are 
only capitals of separate states, but no general metropolis, great 
difficulties are opposed to tlie improvement of the theatre. Cal- 
aabigi could not adduce the obstacles arising from a false theory, 
for he was himself under their influence. 
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LECTURE IX. 

Antiquities of the French stage. — Infliienee of Aristotle and the 
imitation of the ancients. — Investigation of the three unities. — 
What is unity of action ? — Unity of time. — Was it observed 
by the Greeks ? — Unity of place as connected with it. — Mis- 
chief resulting from too narrow rules on the subject. 

TVe now proceed dramatic literature of the 

French. We Slid net 'reason for dwelling at any 
length on the first beginnings of tragedy in France, 
We may therefore leave to the French critics the 
task of depreciating the antiquities of their own 
literature, which they do with the mere view of 
adding to the glory of the succeeding age of Richelieu 
and Louis XIV. Their language, it is true, was 
then for the first time elaborated from the most 
indescribable wilderness of tastlessness and barbarity, 
while the harmonious diction of the Italian and 
Spanish poetry, which had long before developed 
itself without effort in the mdst beautiful luxuriance, 
was at that time rapidly degenerating. Hence, we 
are not to be astonished that the French lay such 
great stress on all the negative excellencies, and 
endeavour so much to avoid every thing like im- 
propriety, and that from the dread of a relapse, this 
has always, since the period in question, been the 
general object of their critical labours. When 
La Harpe says of the tragedies of Corneille, that 
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their tone rises above flatness only to fall into the 
opposite extreme of affectation, in the proofs which 
he adduces wc see no reason to differ from him. — 
A contemporary piece of Legouve, The Death of 
Henry the Fourth, has been lately printed, which 
is not only written in a ludicrous style, but in the 
general plan and distribution of the subject, with 
its prologue spoken by Satan and a chorus of pages, 
with its endless monologues and want of progress 
and action, betrays the infancy of the dramatic art, 
not a naive infancy full of hope and expectation, 
but one disfigured by the tjlost pedantic bombast 
and absurdity. With respect to the earlier tragical 
attempts of the French in the last half of the six- 
teenth, and the first third part of the seventeenth 
century, we refer to Fontenelle, La Harpe, the Aie- 
langes Uteraires of Suard and Andre. We shall con- 
fine ourselves to the characterisation of three of their 
most celebrated tragic poets, Corneille^ Racine^ and 
Voltaire, who it would seem have given an immuta- 
ble shape to their tragic stage. Our chief object how-, 
ever is an examination of the system of tragic art, 
practically followed by these poets, and by them 
partly, but by the French critics univeijptUy, con- 
sidered as alone entitled fp any authority, and every 
deviation from it viewed as a sin against good taste. 
If the system is in itself the best, we shall be com- 
pelled to allow that its execution is masterly, 
perhaps not to be surpassed. But the great 
question here is, how far the French tragedy is in 
spirit and inward essence related to the Greek, and 
2 
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whether it deseiTes to be considered as an im- 
provement upon it. 

Of their first attempts it is only consistent with 
our object to observe^ that the endeavour to imitate 
the ancients displayed itself at a very early period 
in France ; and that they considered that the surest 
method of succeeding in this endeavour was to ob- 
serve the strictest outward regularity of form, of 
which they derived their ideas more from Aristotle, 
and especially from Seneca, than from an intimate 
acquaintance with the Greek models themselves. 
In the first tragedies which were represented, the 
Cleopatra and Dido of Jodelle^ a prologue and 
chorus were introduced : Jean de la Peruse trans- 
lated the Medea of Seneca ; Garniefs pieces are all 
taken from the Greek tragedies or from Seneca, but 
in the execution they bear a much closer resem- 
blance to the latter. The writers of that day em- 
ployed themselves also diligently on the Sopho- 
nisbe of Trissino, from a regard for its classic 
appearance. Whoever is acquainted with the mode 
of proceeding of real genius, which is impelled by 
the almost unconscious and immediate contempla- 
tion of g!)|pt and important truths, and in no wise 
by mediate convictions c^tained from deductions 
drawn in a round about way, will be on that ac- 
count extremely suspicious of all activity in art, 
which originates in an abstract theory. But Cor- 
neille did not, like an antiquary, execute his dramas 
as so many learned school exercises, on the model 
of the ancients. Seneca, it is true, led him astray. 


3 
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but be knew and loved the Spanish theatre^ and it 
bad a great influence on his mind. The first of his 
pieces with whicli it is generally allowed that the 
classical epoch of French tragedy begins, and which 
^s certainly one of his best, the Cidy is well known 
to have been borrowed from the Spanish. It vio- 
lates considerably the unity of place, if not also that 
of time, and it is animated throughout by the spirit 
of chivalrous love and honour. But the opinion of 
his contemporaries, that a tragedy nuist be framed 
accurately according to the rules of Aristotle, was 
so universally prevalent' that it bore down ail oppo- 
sition. Corneille, almost at the close of bis dramatic 
career, began to entertain scruples of conscience, 
and endeavoured in a separate treatise to prove that 
his pieces, in the composition of which he had 
never even thought of Aristotle, were however all 
accurately written according to his rules. This was 
no easy task, for he was obliged to have recourse to 
all manner of forced explanations. If he had esta- 
blished his case satisfactorily, we could only infer 
from it that the rules of Aristotle must be very 
loose and indeterminate, if such dissimilar works in 
spirit and form, as the tragedies of the Greeks and 
those of Corneille, should be equally true to them. 

It is quite otherwise with Racine : of all the 
French poets he was, without doubt, the one who 
was best acquainted with the ancients, and he did 
not merely study them as a scholar, he felt them as 
a poet. He found however the practice of the 
theatre already firmly established, and he did not 
undertake to deviate from it for the sake of ap- 

VOL. I. Y 
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proiftdiiing these models. He only therefore appro- 
priated the separate beauties of the Greek poets; 
but whether from respect for the taste of his age, or 
from inclination, he remained faithful to the pre- 
vailing gallantry so foreign to the Greek tragedy, 
and for the most part made it the foundation of the 
intrigues of his piece. 

Such was nearly the state of the French theatre 
till Voltaire made his appearance. He possessed 
but a moderate knowledge of the Greeks, of whom 
however he now and then spoke with enthusiasm, 
that on other occasions he might rank them below 
the more modern masters of his own nation, in- 
cluding himself; but yet he always considered 
himself bound to preach up the grand severity and 
simplicity of the Greeks as essential to tragedy. 
He censured the deviations of his predecessors as 
errors, and insisted on purifying and at the same 
time enlarging the stage, as in his opinion, from 
the constraint of court manners, it had been 
almost straitened to the dimensions of an anti- 
chamber. He at first spoke of the bursts of genius 
in Shakspeare, and borrowed many things from 
this poet, at that time altogether unknown to his 
countrjrmen ; he insisted too on greater depth in 
the delineation of passion, on a more powerful thea- 
trical effect; he demanded a scene ornamented in a 
more majestic manner ; and, lastly, he not unfre- 
quently endeavoured to give to his pieces a political 
or philosophical interest altogether foreign to poetry. 
His labours have unquestionably been of utility to 
the French stage, although in language and versifina- 
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tion (which in the classification of dramatic excellen* 
cics ought only to hold a secondary though in 

France they are alone decisive of the fate of a piece)^ 
he is, by most critics, considered as inferior to bis 
predecessors, or at least to Racine* It is now the 
fashion to attack this idol of the last age on every 
point with the most unrelenting and partial hostility. 
His innovations on the stage are therefore cried down 
as so many literary heresies, even by the critical 
watchmen, who seem to think that the age of 
Louis XIV. has left nothing remaining throughout 
every succession of ages till the very end of the 
world, but a passive admiration of its perfections, 
and who therefore will not listen to the unhallowed 
idea of any thing like improvement. For au- 
thority is avowed with so little disguise as the 
first principle of the French critics, tliat this ex- 
pression is quite current with them. 

In so far as we have to express doubts of the un- 
conditional authority of the rules followed by lbe 
old French tragic authors, of the pretended adSinity 
between the spirit of their works, and the spirit of 
the Greek tragedians, and of the validity of many 
things which have been supposed to be essential 
proprieties, we find an associate in . Voltaire. But 
in many other points he has, witliout examination, 
nay even unconsciously, adopted the maxims of bis 
predecessors, and followed tliejr practice. In opi- 
nions, founded perhaps more ou national peculi- 
arities than on human nature and the essence of 
tragic poetry in general, he .is iq^ially implicated 
with them. On Uiis account we may include him 
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along with them in the common examination; we 
zve not speaking of the execution of particular parts^ 
but of the general principles of tragic art, which we 
are to collect from the shape of the works. 

The consideration of die regularity insisted on 
brings ns back to what are called the three unities of 
Aristotle. We shall examine the doctrine delivered 
by the Greek philosopher on this subject ; how far 
diese rules were known to or observed by the Greek 
tragedians ; whether the French poets have in re* 
ality overcome the difficulty of observing them 
without constraint and improbability, or merely 
escaped from it with dexterity ; and finally, w^hetber 
the merit of this observance is actually so great and 
essential as it has been deemed, and whether on the 
other hand more essential beauties must not be 
sacrificed for the sake of complying with it. 

We may view the French tragedy under another 
aspect, in which it does not rest bn the authority of 
the ancients : this is the union of poetry, with a 
number of social observances founded only on con- 
sent. On the subject in question the French are 
far less clear than on that of the rules ; for nations 
are usually not more capable of knowing and ap- 
p^iating themselves than individuals. It is inti- 
mately connected with the spirit of French poetry 
in general, nay with their whole literature and the 
veiy language itself. All this has in France been 
formed under the guardianship of society, and has 
uniformly been guided and determined by it, a 
society which aealously imitated the tone of the 
capital, and this again took its direction from the 
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modes of a brilliant court. If such is really the 
case, as there can indeed be no difficulty in proving, 
we may easily conceive why the French literature, 
since the age of Louis XIV. has been and still is 
so well received in the upper ranks of society, in 
the fashionable world, throughout all Europe, while 
the body of the people, every where true to their, 
own manners, have never shown any thing like 
a cordial liking to it. In this way, even in 
foreign countries, it finds again in some measure 
the place of its birth. 

The far famed three unities, which have given 
rise to a whole Iliad of critical wars, are the unities 
of action^ time^ and place^ 

The validity of the first is universally allowed, 
but the difficulty is to agree about its signification ; 
and here I may venture to observe that it is no easy 
matter to* come to an understanding on the subject. 

The unities of place and time are considered by 
some as merely a secondary concern, while others 
give the utmost importance to them, and affirm 
that without them there can be no salvation for the 
dramatic poet. In France this zeal is not confined 
to the learned world, but seems to be a common 
concern of the nation. Every Frenchman, who has 
sucked in Boileau with his mother’s milk, con* 
siders himself as much a natural bom champion of 
the dramatic unities, as the kings of England since 
the time of Henry VIII. are hereditaiy Defenders 
of the faith. 

It is amusing enough to see the name of Aris** 
totle borrowed to sanction these three unities, while 
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the only one cf which he speaks with any degree of 
folness^is the first, the unity of action. With 
respect to the unity of time be merely throws out 
an indefinite hint, and as to the unity of place he 
does not even say a single syllable on the subject. 

I am not therefore in a polemical relation with 
Aristotle, for I do not in any wise dispute the unity 
of action when properly understood: I only con- 
sider a greater latitude with respect to place and 
time as defensible in many species of the drama, 
nay as even essential to theni* But I must first 
say a few words respecting the poetics of Aristotle, 
which, though consisting but of a few pages, have 
given rise to many voluminous commentaries, that 
we may place ourselves in the proper point of 
view. 

It is well known that this treatise is a mere frag- 
menti and that many important subjects^are in no 
degree touched upon in it. Several learned men 
have even been of opinion that it is not a fragment 
uf the true original, but of an extract which some 
person made for his own imprqyement. All philo- 
logical critics are however unanimous in the opinion 
that the text is very much falsified and corrupted, 
and they have endeavoured to restore it by their 
conjectural emendations. Its great obscurity is 
cither expressly lamented by the commentators 
or coi^rmed by the fact^ that they all reject the 
interpretations of their predecessors, while they 
cannot mak^ their own palatable to those who fob 
low them* ' 

Jt is very diflerent with the rhetoric of Aristotle* 
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This last work is undoubtedly genuine, perfect, and 
easily understood. How does he consider the ora- 
torical art in it ? As the sister of logic, which must 
produce persuasion by a method somewhat similar 
to that employed in operating conviction by logical 
deductions. This is nearly the same thing as if wc 
were to consider architecture merely as the art of 
building with solidity and convenience. These are 
certainly the first requisites, but a great deal more 
is still necessary before we can consider it as one of 
the fine arts. Wc expect that architecture should 
unite these essential objects of an edifice with beauty 
of plan, and harmony of proportion, and that the 
whole should produce a corresponding impression. 
When we see that Aristotle included only in oratory 
what is addressed to the understanding, and what is 
subservient to an external aim, without making any 
allowance for imagination or feeling, are we to be 
astonished that he was still less thoroughly ac- 
quainted with the secret of poetry, that art which 
is absolved from every aim but the unconditional 
one of creating the beautiful by means of iree 
invention and clothing it in suitable language?—* 
1 have already had the hardihood to maintain this 
heresy, and hitherto I have seen no reason for re- 
tracting my opinion. Lessing thought otherwise. 
But what if Lessing, with bis acute and dissecting 
criticism, split exactly on the same rock ? This 
species of criticism is completely victorious when it 
expo^i^ what cannot bo admitted by the under^ 
standing in works which the understanding has 
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aloae produced ; but it will hardly be sufficient to 
rise to the idea of a creation of art conceived in the 
true spirit of genius* 

The philosophical theory of all the fine arts was 
in general but little cultivated among the ancients 
as a separate science ; of technical works on each 
separate art, in which the means of execution were 
alone consideied, they had an ample sufficiency. 
Were I to select a guide from among the ancient 
philosophers, it should undoubtedly be Plato, who 
acquired the idea of the beautiful not bj'^ dissection, 
which never can give it, but by contemplative in- 
spiration, and in whose works the germs of a 
genuine philosophy of art, are every where scattered. 

Let us now bear what Aristotle says resjjecting 
the unity of action. 

** We assume that tragedy is the imitation of a 
perfect and entire action which has a certain mag- 
nitude : for there may be a whole without any 
magnitude whatever. A whole is what has a be* 
ginning, middle, and end. The beginning is what 
is fiot necessarily after another thing, but that which 
from its nature has something after it, or arising 
out of it. The end on the other band is what in 
its Uature is after something else, either necessarily, 
or usually, but after which there is nothing. I’he 
middle, what is itself after another thing, and after 
which there is something. Hence poems which are 
properly composed ought neither to begin nor to 
end accidentally, but acdordiitg to the principles 
above laid down.” 
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Strictly speaking, it is a contradiction to say that 
a whole, which must have parts, can be without 
magnitude. But Aristotle immediately states in 
explanation, that he means by magnitude what is 
essential to beauty, a certain measure which is 
neither so small as not to allow us to distinguish 
its parts, nor so extensive as to prevent us from 
taking the wdiole in at one view. This is therefore 
merely an external detinition of the beautiful de« 
rived from experience, and founded on the quality 
of our organs of sense and our j)ower8 of com- 
prehension. However, his application of it to the 
drama is singular enough. ‘‘ It must have an 
extension, but such as may easily be taken in by 
the memory. The determination of the length 
according to the wants of the representation, does 
not belong to the art. With respect to the essence 
of the thing, the composition will he the more 
beautiful the more it is extended without prejudice 
to its comprehensibility.” This opinion would be 
highly favourable for the compositions of Sbaki* 
speare and other romantic poets, who have included 
a much more extensive circle of life, character, and 
events, in one picture, than is to be found in the 
simple Greek tragedy, if we could only show that 
they have given it the necessary unity, and such a 
magnitude as can be clearly taken in at a view, and 
this we can have no hesitation in affirming to have 
been actually done by them. 

In another place Aristotle requires the same 
unity of action from the epic poet, as from the 
dramatic ; he repeats the above definitions, and says 
that the poet must not resemble the historian, who 
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rentes. contemporary events^ although they have 
bad no influence on one another. Here we have 
stiU n more definite demand of connexion between 
the events represented as causes and effects, than 
that which was before stated in his explanation 
of the parts of a whole. He owns however ^at the 
epic poet may take in a much greater number of 
events connected with one main action, as the 
narrative form enables him to describe several ac- 
tions going on at tlie same time ; on the other hand 
the dramatic poet cannot represent many things at 
the same time, but merely what is going on upon 
the stage, and the part which the persons who 
appear there take in one action. But what if the 
dramatic poet should find means, from a different 
constitution of the scene, and a more perfect tbea* 
trical perspective, to develope in a due manner and 
without confusion, although in a more limited space, 
a fable not inferior in extent to the epic poem r 
Where would be tlie objection, if the only obstacle 
was the sujjposed impossibility ? 

This is. nearly all which is contained in the Po- 
etics of Aristotle on the subject of unity of action. ^ A 
short investigation willaerve to show how very much 
these anatomical ideas, which have been stamped as 
rules, are below the essential requisites of poetry. 

Unity of action is expected. What is action ? 
This is generally got rid of, as if it was altogether self- 
evident. In the higher proper signification, action 
is an activity dependent on the will of man. Its unity 
vrill consist in tlie direction towards one sole aim ; ^nd 
to its completion belongs all that lies between ^the 
first determination, and the execution of the deed. 
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" This idea of action is applicable to many of the 
tragedies of the ancients; for instance^ the murder of 
his mother by Orestes, the determination of CEdipus 
to discover and punish the murderer of Laius : it is not 
however applicable to all of them ; still less is it ap- 
plicable to the greater part of modern tragedies, 
at least if we sc^k the action in the principal cba* 
racters. What happens through them, and proceeds 
from them, has frequently no more connexion with 
a voluntary determination, than the shipwreck of a 
vessel on a rock in a storm. But ^eti in the sense 
of the ancients we must include in the action the 
determination to bear the consequences of the deed 
with heroic resolution, and the execution of this 
determination will belong to its completion. The 
pious determination of Antigone to perform the last 
duties to her unburicd brother is soon executed 
without much difficulty ; but its claims to become 
the object of a tragedy rest in her suffering death 
for it without repentance, and without showing any 
symptoms of weakness. And to take an example 
from another sphere, is not Sbakspeare's Julius 
Cmsar^ with respect to action, constructed on the 
same principle ? Brutus is the hero of the piece : 
the completion of his great determination does not 
consist in the mere assassination of Caesar (an 
action ambiguous in itself, and of which the motives 
might have been ambition and jealousy), but in 
this, that be proves himself the genuine cham- 
pion of Roman liberty, by the ready indifierence 
with which be sacrifices his amiable life for that 
object. 
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tbc»^ could be ik> knot in tbe piece 
widwt ^positioiij and this generally arbes out of 
die cmtr^ictoiy motives and views of the difierent 
perscms. When we limit therefore the idea of an 
action to the determination and the deed^ we aljiall 
then ^ve for the most part two or three actions in 
one tragedy. Which of them is tlie principal ac- 
tion } Every person thinks bis own the most im- 
portant, for every man is bis own central point. — 
The determination of Creon to maintain bb royal 
dignity, by punishing with death the person, who 
inters Polynices, is equally fixed with the determi- 
nation of Antigone^ equally important as we see at 
the end, and not less dangerous, as it draws along 
with it the destruction of the whole house of Creon^r 
It may be perhaps said that the negative determi- 
nation is merely to he considered as the completion 
of the affirmative. But what if each determines on 
something not exactly opposite, but altogether dif- 
ierent:^ In the Andromache of Racine, Orestes 
wishes to prevail on Hermione to return bis love ; 
Hermione is resolved either to compel Pyrrhus to 
marry her, or to be revenged on him; Pyrrhus 
wishes to get rid of Hermione, and to be united to 
Andromache ; Andromache is desirous of saving her 
son, and at the same time remaining true to the 
memory of her husband. Yet nobody ever re- 
fused to allow the unity of this piece, as the whole 
hats a common connexion, and ends with one coiru 
men catastrophe* But which of the actions of the 
four persons is the main action? In strength of 
passion their endeavours are pretty nearly equal to 
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one another^ in all of thorn tbo whole happiimt of 
life is at stake ; the action of A^rbutacbe has how* 
ever the advantage of moral Aignily, and Racine 
was therefore perfectly right in naming the piece 
after her. 

We see here a Wbw definition in the conception 
of action, namely, the inference to the idea of moral 
liberty, by which alone man is considered as the 
first author of his determination. For, considered 
within the province of experience, the determination 
as beginning of the action is not merely cause, but 
is again the effect of preceding motives. We have, 
in this reference to a biglier idea, sought the unity 
and integrity of tragedy in the sense of the an- 
cients ; namely, its absolute beginning is the proof 
of liberty, and its absolute end the acknowledgment 
of necessity. We consider ourselves justified in 
affirming that Aristotle was altogether a stranger to 
this view : he never speaks of the idea of fete as 
essential to tragedy. We must not in general ex- 
pect from hini a strict idea of action, as determina- 
tion and deed. He says somewhere : The extent 
of a tragedy is always sufficiently great, if, by a 
series of probable or necessary consequences, a 
change from infelicity to felicity, or from felicity to 
infelicity, can be brought about.” Hence it is evi- 
dent that he understands by action^ like the whole 
of the moderns, merely something that takes place. 
According to him, this action must have beginning, 
middle, and end, and consequently consist of a 
plurality of events connected with one another. 
But where are the limits of this plurality ? Is not 
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the ooncatenation of oaoses and e&cts^ backwards 
and forwards, without end ; and consequently should 
we not b^iti and break off every where in the same 
arbitrary manner } In this way, can there be either 
beginning or end, corresponding to the very accu- 
rate definition of Aristotle? C^ompletion would 
therefore be altogether impossible. If however no- 
thing more is required in the unity of the plurality 
of events than casual^ connexion, then the rule is 
indefinite in the extreme, and the unity may be 
narrowed or enlarged at pleasure. For every series 
of events or actions, which are occasioned by one 
4mother, whatever its extent, may always be com- 
prehended under a single point of view, and 
denoted by a single name. When Calderon, in one 
drama describes the conversion of Peru to Christ- 
ianity, from the veiy beginning, that is, the dis- 
coveiy of the country, to the completion, and when 
nothing actually appears in his piece which had not 
an influence on that conversion ; is not this as much 
an exemplification of unity in the above sense, as 
the most simple Grecian tragedy, which however 
the champions of the rules of Aristotle will never be 
induced to allow ? 

Corneille was well aware of the difficulty of a 
proper definition of unity in an inevitable plurality 
of subordinate actions, and endeavoured in this way 
to get rid of it I assume,” says he, ‘‘ that the 
unity of action consists, in comedy, in the unity of 
the intrigue, or the obstacle to the views of the 
principal persons: and in tragedy, in the. unity of 
the danger, whether the hero sinks under or extri- 
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cktes bimsdf from it: 1 will not however affirm 
that several dangers in tragedy, and several in- 
trigues or obstacles in comedy may not be allowable, 
when they are necessarily connected with one ano- 
ther; for then the escape from the first danger 
does not make the auction complete, because it draws 
a second after it, and the clearing up of one intrigue 
does not place the acting persons at their ease, be- 
cause it involves them in anoflier/' 

In the first place the difference here assumed 
between tragic and comic unity is altogether un- 
essential. For the nature of the connexion is not 
influenced by the circumstance, that the events in 
tragedy arc more serious, and attended with great 
danger; the embarrassment of the characters in 
comedy wlien they cannot accomplish their views, 
their intrigue, may equally receive the appellation of 
danger. Corneille, like most others, refers all to 
the idea of connexion between cause and effect. 
No doubt when the principal persons, either from 
marriage or death, are placed in a state of tran- 
quillity, the drama comes to a close ; but if nothing 
more i^ necessary to its unity than the uninterupted 
progress of a collision, which serves to keep up a 
dramatic movement, simplicity will then be found 
to come but poorly off : without violating this rule 
of unity, we may go on to an almost endless ac- 
cumulation of events, as in the Thousand and One 
Nights, where the thread of the story is never once 
broken. 

De la Motte^ a French author, who wrote against 
the whole of the unities, wishes^ in place of unity of 
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action, to aubstitute the words, unity of interest. If 
the expression is not coniiDed to the interest in the 
fate of a single person, but is used to signify in general 
the direction of the mind during the aspect of an 
event, 1 should then consider it, so understood, as 
the most satisfactory and the nearest to the truth. 

But we should derive but little advantage from 
groping about empirically with the commentators 
on Aristotle. The idea of one and of whole is in no, 
manner derived from experience, but arises out of 
the original free-activity of our mind. To account for 
the manner in which we in general arrive at this 
idea, and think of one and a whole, nothing is less 
requisite than a system of metaphysics. 

The external sense perceives only in objects an 
indefinite plurality of distinguishable parts ; the 
judgment, by which we comprehend these parts in 
one entire and perfect unity, is always founded on 
the reference to a higher sphere of ideas. Thus, for 
example, the mechanical unity of a watch consists 
in the aim of measuring time ; this aim however is 
only obvious to the understanding, and can neitlier 
be seen by the eyes, nor laid hold of by the hands : 
the organical unity of a plant and an animal con- 
sists in the idea of life; and the inward contemplation 
of life, which is itself unco^poreal, although it ap* 
pears through the medium of tlie corporeal world, is 
brought by us to the individual living object, other- 
wise we could not obtain it through that object. 

The separate parts of a work of art, and con- 
sequently, returning immediately to the question 
befi^e us, the separate parts of a tragedy, must not 
3 
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be received by the eye and ear alone^ but be taken 
in by the understanding. They are all subservient 
to one common aim, namely, to produce a joint 
impression on the mind. The unity consists there- 
fore as in the above examples, but in a higher 
sphere, in the feeling or in the reference to ideas. 
This is the same thing ; for the feeling, in so far as 
it is not merely sensual and passive, is our sense, 
our organ for the infinite, which forms us for ideas. 

Far from rejecting therefore the law of a perfect 
unity in tragedy as unnecessary, I require a unity 
which lies much deeper, is much more fervent, and 
more mysterious than that with which most critics 
are satisfied. I find this unity in the tragical com- 
positions of Shakspeare, in as great perfection as in 
those of iEschylus and Sophocles; while on the 
contrary, I do not find it in many of those tragedies ex- 
tolled as correct by the critics of the dissecting school. 

I hold the logical coherence, the casual con- 
nexion, as equally essential to tragedy and eveiy 
serious drama, for this reason, that all the mental 
powers influence one another, and that when the 
understanding is compelled to make a leap, the 
imagination and feeling of the composition no longer 
follow with the same alacrity ; but then the cham- 
pions of what is called regularity have applied this 
prescription with a degree o£ petty subtlety, which 
can have no other effect than that of impeding the 
poet, and rendering it impossible for him to pro- 
duce works of genuine excellence. 

Do not let us suppose that the order of sequence 
in a tragedy resembles a slender thread, which we 
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are eveiy moment in anxious dread of snapping 
(on ai^unt of the admitted inevitable plurality of 
su^rdinate actions and interests^ this simile is 
no means correctly applicable) ; but rather let us 
suppose it a mighty stream^ which overcomes many 
obstacles in its raging course, and at last loses it* 
self in the repose of the ocean. It springs perhaps 
from different fountains, and it certainly receives 
other rivers, which hasten towards it from opposite 
points of the compass. Why sliould not the poet 
be allowed to conduct various independent streams 
of human passions and endeavours, separately from 
each other, for a time, till the moment of their 
raging junction, if he can place the spectator on an 
eminence from whence he may overlook the whole 
of their course? And if this great collection of 
waters should again divide into several branches, 
and pour itself into the sea by several mouths, is 
it not still the same stream ? 

So much for the unity of action. With respect 
to the unity of place, we find only the following 
passage in Aristotle ; Moreover the epic poem is 
distinguished from tragedy by its length : for the 
latter seeks as far as possible to circumscribe itself 
within one revolution of the sun, or to exceed this 
very little ; but the epic ppem is unlimited ip point 
of time, and in that respect different from tragedy. 
At first however this was managed in, the same 
manner in tragedies and epic poems.*’ 

yi^e may in the first place observe that here 
iiristotle gives no prec^t, but merely makes his* 
^rical mention of a peculiarity, which he observed 
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in the Grecian examples before him. But what if 
the Greek tragedians hud particular reasons for cir«* 
cuinscribing themselves within this extent of time, 
which with the constitution of our theatres would 
no longer have existed? We shall immediately see 
that this was actually the egse^ 

Corneille with great justice finds this rule ex- 
tremely inconvenient, and prefers therefore the' 
easiest interpretation. He says he should, without 
hesitation, extend the duration of the action even to 
thirty hours. Others however stoutly insist on the 
action occupying no longer a period than that of its 
representation, that is from two to three hoursi— 
The dramatic poet must, according to them, be 
punctual to his hour. In the main, the latter 
manage their cause better than the more lenient 
critics. For the only foundation for the rule is the 
observation of a probability which is by them 
supposed to be necessaiy for illusion, namely, that 
the actual time and that of the representation should 
be the same. If we once admit a difference be-> 
tween them, such as that from two to thirty hours, 
we may upon the same principle go still a great way 
farther. This idea of illusion has occasioned great 
errors in the theory of art.' To it we are to attri- 
bute the general mistake of supposing that the 
subject represented is confounded with reality. In 
that case the terrors of tragedy would be a true 
torture to us, an incubus of the fancy. No, the 
theatrical as well as every other poetical illusion, is 
a waking dream, to which we voluntarily resign 
ourselves. To produce it, the poet and aCtdrs must 
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agitate the ihiiids in a |iowerf(ii manner, and ^the 
peebahftlities calculation do not contribute in the 
flmaUert degree towards it. I^is demand of literal 
deception, pushed to the exUeme, would exclude 
every poetic form ; for we know very weH that' the 
mythological and historical persons did not speak 
our language, that impassioned pain does not ex* 
press itself in verse, &c. What sort of nnpoeticai 
spectator would he be who, instead of ibllowiog ^ 
incidents with his participation, should, like a gaoler^ 
with his watch or his hour>-glass in his hand, count 
out to die lieroes of the tragedy the minutes which 
they still have to act and live ! Is our soul then a 
piece of clock-work, that tells the hours and minutes 
with in&llible accuracy ? Has it not rather a very 
liferent measure of time for the conditions of en- 
terttinment and wearisomeness ? In the one case, 
Itow rapidly the hours fly under an easy and varied 
activity ; in the other, in which we feel all our 
mental powers clc^ged and impeded, they are. 
stretched out to an immeasurable length. Thus it 
is during the present; but it is completely the. 
reverse in recollection: the interval of. dead and. 
dull uniformity disappeam in a moment ; while that 
wkdeh marks an ovmflow of varied impressions' in- 
creases in the same propoilion. Our body is Bub» 
jected to .external astronomical time, because the or- 
ganicaloperaticms are nutated by. it; but our mind' 
has its own ideal time, whidi is nothing hot the con- 
sciousness of the progressive developMoent of our ex- 
istence. In this kind of dironoimeter the int»vals 
of an indyfereat ieactivity pasafonnodiingi.aod two 
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important moments, though separated by inter* 
vening years, are fmitiediately linl^ to one another. 
Hmee it is usual with us^ when intensely occupied 
with any object previotm to falling asleep, to take 
up the Tery same train of thought immediately on 
our awaking^ and the intervening dreams vanish 
into their unessential obscurity. It is the very 
same with dramatic composition: our imagination 
overleaps with ease the times whieh are presupposed 
and indicated, but which are omitted because no- 
thing important takes place in them; it dwells 
solely on the decisive moments placed before it, by 
the compression of which the poet gives wings to 
the lazy course of days and hours. 

But it will be urged that the ancient tragedians 
observed the unity of time* This expression is by 
no means correct ; it should at least be the identic 
of the time of the representation with the actual 
time. And even then it does not apply to the 
ancients ; what they observe is nothing but the ap«^ 
parent continuity of time. It is of importance to 
attdid to this distinction of apparent ; for they un<» 
questionaddy allow, during the choral songs, a much 
greater number of events to take {dace than could 
actually happen within such a period of time. In 
the Agataemnon of ASsdiylus the whole interval, 
from the destruction of Troy to bis arrival in 
Mycens, is included,- which must have consisted 
a very ootisUenibie^ number of days ; in the Trch 
chiniee of Sophocles, daring the course of the piece, 
the voyage from Hi^saly to Eubrea is thrice {ler* 
formed; in the Sk^plicee of Euripidesi during a 
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single choral ode, an entire expedition frcpi Athens 
egaiost Thebes takes place, a battle is fought, and 
the General returns victorious. So far were the 
Greeks from this sort of minute and painful calcu- 
lation. They had however a particular reason for 
observing the apparent continuity of time in the 
constant presence of the chorus* When the chorus 
leaves the stage, the constant progress is then in- 
terrupted, of which we have a very striking instance 
in the Eumenides of iEschylus, where the whole 
interval is omitted, which was necessary to allow 
Orestes to proceed from Delphi to Athens. Moreover, 
between the three pieces of a trilogy, which were 
consecutively represented, and which constituted a 
whole, there were as considerable intervals as those 
between the three acts of many a Spanish drama. 

The moderns have, from their division into acts, 
which was, properly speaking, unknown to the Greek 
tragedy, a convenient means of extending the period 
of representation without impropriety. For the poet 
may easily presume so far on the imagination of the 
spectator, as to suppose that he will during the in- 
terruption of the whole representation, imagine the 
lapse of a much longer interval than that which is 
filled up by the actual time of the music which is 
performed between the acts ; otherwise he might be 
invited %o come again the next day for the following 
act, to make it appear the more natural to him. 
The division into acts had its origin with the new 
comedy, when the chorus was excluded. Horace 
prescribes that a play shall neither have more nor 
fewer five acts,^ The rule is so unessential that 



DRAMATIC LITERATURE. 343 

‘Wicland was of opinion Horace was here laughing 
at the young Pisos in urging the importance of an 
observance like this with such solemnity of tone. 
If in the ancient tragedy we are to suppose the 
conclusion of an act wherever the stage remains 
empty, and the chorus alone proceeds with dancing 
and song, we shall often have fewer than five acts, 
but often also more than five. As an observation 
that, in a representation of between two and three 
hours, so many resting points are necessary for the 
attention, it may be allowed to pass ; but I should 
be anxious to hear any reason derived from the 
nature of dramatic poetry, why a drama must have 
so many and only so many divisions. But the 
world is governed by custom and tradition : at- 
tempts to diminish the number of acts have been 
favourably received ; but it is still considered as a 
most dangerous and unhallowed innovation to ex- 
ceed the consecrated number of five.* 

The division into acts seems to me erroneous, 
when nothing takes place in the intervals, as is so 
often the case in modern pieces, and when we per- 
ceive the persons at the beginning of the new act in 
exactly the same situation as at the close of the 
foregoing. And yet this standing still has given 
much less offence than the adoption of a consider- 
able interval^ or the representation of extravagant 
incidents, because the former is merely a negative 
error. 

^ Three unities, five acts: why not seven persons? These 
rules seem to proceed according to odd numbers, 

5 
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The roiBaatic poets take the liberty of ctianging 
the scene^ even during the course of an act. As the 
stage is always previously empty, these are inter- 
ruptions of the continuity, which justify them in the 
adoption of so many intervals. If we stumble at 
this, but admit the propriety of a division into acts, 
we have only to consider these changes of scene in 
the light of a greater number of short acts. It will 
perhaps be argued, this is justifying one error by 
another, the violation of the unity of time by the 
violation of the unity of place : we shall therefore 
proceed to point out at more length the insufficiency 
of the last mentioned rule. 

In vain, as we have already said, shall we seek for 
any opinion in Aristotle on the subject. It is as- 
serted that the rule w'as observed by the ancients. 
Not always^ only generally. Of seven pieces of 
iEschylus, and the same number of Sophocles, there 
are two, the Eumenides and Ajax^ in which the 
scene is changed. That they generally retain the 
same scene follows naturally from the constant' 
presence of the chorus, which must be got rid of in 
a suitable manner before a change can take place. 
But then we have to consider that their scene repre^ 
sented a much wider extent than ours in most cases ; 
not a mere room, but tlie open space before several 
buildings : and the disclosing the interior of a house 
by means of the encyclema, may be considered in 
the same light as the drawing a back curtain on 
our stage. 

The objection to the change of scene is also 
founded on the erroneous idea of illusion which we 
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have already attempted to refute. We must not 
transfer the action to another place^ lest the illusion 
should be dispelled. But even allowing that we 
are in reality to consider the place represented as 
the actual place^ in this case the decoration df our 
scene ought to be altogether different from what it 
now is.’*'^ Johnson^ a critic^ in general an advocate 
for strict rules, very judiciously observes, that if our 
imagination once goes so far as to transport us 
eighteen hundred years back to Alexandria, and 
allows us to suppose the story of Antony and Cleo- 
patra to be taking place before us, the second step 
of transporting ourselves from Alexandria to Rome, 
is much more easy* The capability of our mind to 
fly in thought through the immensity of time and 
space with the rapidity of lightning is well known 
and acknowledged in real life; and shall poetry, 
the object of which is to add all manner of wings to 
our imagination, and which has at command all the 
magic of genuine illusion, that is, of animated and 
overpowering fiction, be alone obliged to renounce 
this general prerogative of our species ? 

Voltaire wishes to derive the unity of place and 
time from the unity of action, but bis conclusions 
are superficial in the extreme. For the same ' 
reasoj)^’* says he, ^^the unity of place is essential^ 

^ It k merely calculated for a single point of view: seen 
from every other place, the broken lines betray the imperlection 
of the imitation. So little attention do the audience in general 
pay to these niceties, that they are not even shocked when the 
actors enter and disappear through a wall without a door, be- 
tween the side scenes. 
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because one action cannot go on in several places 
at the same time.” But we have already seen that 
several persons necessarily take a. part in one prin- 
cipal action^ that it consists of a plurality of sub- 
ordinate actions, and why should not these go on in 
different places?* Is not the same war frequently 
lurried on in Europe and India at the same time, 
and must not the historian equally recount the 
events which take place on both these scenes ? 

The unity of time,” he adds, is naturally con- 
nected with the two first When the poet repre- 
sents to me a conspiracy, and the action includes 
fourteen days, he must account to me for all that 
has taken place in these fourteen days.” Yes, for all 
that belongs to the business; the rest which lies 
between, he passes over in silence like every good 
story-teller, and no person ever thinks of the 
omission. ^‘When he therefore places before me 
the events of fourteen days, this gives me at least 
fourteen different actions, however small they may 
be.” No doubt, if the poet were to be so un- 
skilful as to wind off the fourteen days one after 
another with visible precision, if we should see this 
exact number of revolutions of day and night, and 
if the characters were so many times to rise and go 
to bed. But he thrusts the periods, during which 
the action is imperceptible in its progress, into the 
back ground, annihilates in the composition the 
intervals during which it stands absolutely stilly and 
contrives with a rapid pencil to give something like 
an accurate idea of the time which we must suppose 
to have elapsed between the divisions. Why is the 



DRAMATIC LITERATURE. 347 

privilege of adopting a much wider space between 
the two extremes of the piece than that of the actual 
duration of the representation, of importance, and 
even indispensable to many subjects ? The example 
of a conspiracy given by Voltaire comes here very 
oportunely. 

A conspiracy contrived and executed in two hours 
is, in the first place, not credible. Moreover, it is 
ethically, that is with reference to the ehar^ters of 
the persons of the piece, very difterent from the idea 
of a conspiracy where the determination, however 
dangerous, must be persevered in and concealed for 
a considerable time. Although the poet does not 
exhibit this lapse of time immediately in the work, 
he allows us however to perceive it perspectively as 
in a glass, in the minds of the characters. In this 
kind of perspective Sbakspeare is the greatest master 
whom I know: a single word frequently reveals 
an almost interminable series of preceding states of 
mind. The poet, confined within the narrow limits 
of time, will in many subjects be forced to mutilate 
the action, while he must begin quite close to the 
last determination, or be under the necessity of 
hurrying on its progress in a most unsuitable man- 
ner : on each supposition he must diminish the grand 
picture of a strong purpose, not a momentary effer- 
vescence, but a firm ig^solution maintained un- 
dauntedly, amidst every ^ange of external circum- 
stances, till the time is ripe for execution. It 
will no longer be what Sbakspeare has so often 
painted, and what he has described in the following 
lines : ^ * 
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Between the acting of^ dreadful things ^ 

And the first inotioD^ all tlic interim is 
Like a phantasma, or a hideous dream : 

Ihe genius, and the itiortal instruments. 

Are then in council ; and the state of ihan, 

Like to a little kingdom, tufiers then 
The nature of an insurrectioD. 

But why are the Greek and romantic poets so 
diflerent in^their practice with respect to place and 
time ? The spirit of our criticism will not allow ua 
to follow the practice of many erittes^ who in a 
summary manner pronounce the latter barbarians* 
We conceive on the contrary that they lived in 
very cultivated times^ and were themselves highly 
cultivated. The state of the ancient stage^ as we 
have already said, led naturally to the apparent 
continuity of time and the immutability of the 
scene, and the observation of this custom was also 
favoured by the nature of the materials on which 
the Grecian dramatists had to work. These mate-^ 
rials were mythology, and consequently they were 
already formed into fables; for the former poetic 
compositions had collected together, and united in 
confstant and distinct masses, what in reality is de-* 
tached and scattered about in every po^ible manner. 
Moreover, the heroic age which they painted was 
at once e!ttreinely simple ^ manners, and pregnant 
with wonderful events; and hence everything of 
itself went straight forward towards the aim of a 
tragidal determination. 

jSut still the principal cause of the diffefUnce is 
the plastio spirit of the antique, and the picturesque 
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spirit of the romantic poetiy. Sculpture directs 
our attention exclusively to the groupe exhibited to 
us, it disentangles it as far as possible from all ex- 
ternal accompaniments, and where they cannot be 
altogether dispensed with, they are indicated as 
lightly as possible. Painting, on the other hand, 
delights in exhibiting, in a minute manner, along 
with the principal figures, the surrounding locality 
and all the secondary objects, and to open to us in the 
back ground a prospect into a boundless distance : 
light and perspective are its peculiar charms. Hence 
the dramatic, and especially the tragic art of the 
ancients annihilates in some measure the external 
circumstances of space and time; while the ro- 
mantic drama adorns by their changes its more 
diversified pictures. Or to express myself in other 
terms, the principle of the antique poetry is 
ideal, that of the romantic mystical; the former 
subjects space and time to the internal free-activity 
of the mind ; the latter adores these inconceivable 
essences as supernatural powers, in whom some- 
thing of the divinity has its abode. 

1 come now to the influence which the above 
rules of unity, strictly interpreted and received as 
inviolable, along with oUier conventional rules, have 
had on the shape of French tragedy. 

With a state of the stage alt^Sgether different, with 
materials for the most part dissimilar, and handled 
in an opposite spirit, they were still desirous of re- 
taining the rules of the ancient tragedy, in so fiur as 
they knew them from Aristotle. 

They prescribed the same simplicity of action as 
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in the €hre(^ian tragedy, and yet they left out the 
lyrical part, which is a protracted developement of 
the moment, and consequently a pause in the action. 
This part could not indeed be retained, as we no 
longer possess the ancient music, which was sub'* 
serrient to the poetry instead of governing it like 
ours. When we deduct from the Greek tragedies 
the choral odes, and the lyrical pieces which are 
often put in the mouths of individuals, they are 
nearly one half shorter than a common French 
tragedy. Voltaire complains frequently in his pre- 
faces. of the great difficulty of procuring materials 
for five long acts. How are the gaps arising from 
the leaving out of the lyrical parts now filled up ? 
By intrigue. With the Greeks the action, which 
is calculated for a few great moments, rolls on with- 
out interruption to its determination ; but instead of 
this the French have been obliged to introduce 
secondary characters, whose opposite views may 
give rise to a multitude of impeding incidents, that 
our attention, or rather our curiosity, may be kept up 
to the close. Every thing like simplicity , was now 
therefore at an end ; but they flattered themselves 
that they bad preserved a unity for the understand- 
ing, by means of an artificial intrigue. 

Intrigue is not a tragical motive in itself; it ii 
essential to the new comedy, as we have already 
shciwn. Comedy must often be satisfied with an 
obreptitious resting-place for the understanding, 
but this is by no means the poetical side of this 
demi-prosaic species <4|||lamd. Although the French 
tragedy endeavours in particular parts to rise as 
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high as possible above comedy, by means, of serious- 
ness, dignity, and pathos, it still, in my opinion, in 
its general structure and composition, bears but too 
much affinity to it. In many French tragedies 1 
find only a unity for the understanding,, while the 
feeling remains unsatisfied. From the complication 
of painful and violent situations wc come at last, it is 
true, happily or unhappily, to a state of repose ; but 
in the course of affairs exhibited to us there is no 
secret and mysterious revelation of a higher order of 
things ; we find no allusion to the consolatory idea 
of heaven, in the display of the dignity of human 
nature, either in its conflicts with fate or with an 
over-ruling providence. To such a tranquillization 
of feeling poetical justice is partly unnecessary, and 
partly also, from the very ambiguous and imperfect 
manner in which it is usually exercised, very far 
from sufficient. But even poetical justice (which I 
cannot help considering as an exemplification of a 
doctrine false in itself, and of which the aim is not 
the excitation of truly moral feelings) has not un- 
frequently been altogether neglected by the French 
tragedians. 

The use of intrigue is certainly well calculated to 
effect the short duration of an important action. 
For whoever carries on intrigues is expeditioulS, 
and loses no time in attaining his object. But the 
violent course of human destinies proceeds with 
measured step, like the change of seasons: great 
designs ripen slowly ; the dark suggestions of deadly 
Baud are.sby and dilatoiy in leaving the abysses of 
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the mind for the light of day ; and^ as Horace «vith 
equal truth and beauty observes, the flying criminal 
is only limpingly followed by penal retaliation*^ 
Let any one attempt, for instance, to circumscribe 
the gigantic picture of Macbeth’s murder, his tyran- 
nical usurpation, and final fall, within the narrow- 
limits of the unity of time, and he will then see, 
that, however many of the events which Shakspeare 
successively exhibits before us in such dread array, 
be may have placed anterior to the commencement 
of the piece, and made the subject of after recital, 
be has altogether deprived it of its sublimity of 
import. This drama, it is true, comprehends a 
considerable period of time : but in the rapidity of 
its progress have we leisure to calculate this i We 
see, as it were, the fates weaving their dark web on 
the bosom of time ; and tlie storm and whirlwind of 
events, which impel the hero to the first daring 
attempt, which afterwards lead him to commit in* 
numerable crimes to secure the fruits of it, and 
drive him at last, amidst numerous perils, to his 
destruction in the heroic combat, draw us irresist- 
ibly along with them* Such a tragical exhibition 
resembles the course of a comet, which, hardly 
visible at first, and only important to the astro- 
nomic eye, when appearing in the heaven in a 
nebulous distance, soon soars with an unheard of 
and perpetually increasing rapidity towards the 

* Bard antecedentem scelestum 
Beseruit pede paeaa daudo. 

^ Tkans. 
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central point of our system, spreading dismay 
among the nations of the ear^, till in a moment^ 
Mrith its portentous tail, it overspreads the half of 
the firmament with flaming fire. 
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The same subject continued«--^Influence of these rules on French 
tragedy.-— Manner of treating mythological arid historical 
materials.— Idea of tragical dignity. — Observations of con- 
ventional rules.— False system of ercpositions. — Use at first 
made of the Spanish theatre. — General character of Cor- 
neille, Racine, and Voltaire. — Review of their most important 
works. — Thomas Corneille, and Crebillon. 


The French poets, for the sake of the unity of 
time to which they are subjected, must renounce all 
those effects which proceed from the gradually 
accelerated growth of any object in the mind, or in 
the external world, through the course of time. 
The unity of time, with their wretched decoration of 
the stage, deprived them in a great measure of 
whatever in a drama is calculated to fascinate the 
eye. Accidental circumstances might recommend 
a more close observance of this rule, or render it 
even indispensable* ** From an observation of Cor- 
neille,* we are led to conjecture that machinery 
was at that time, in France, extremely clumsy and 
imperfect. It was moreover the general custom for 
a number of distinguished spectators to have seats 

* In his Premier Discours sur la Poesie Dramatique he says : 

** Uoe chanson a quelquefois bonne grace ; et dans les pieces de 
machines cet ornement est redevenu necessaire pour remplir les 
oreilles du spectateur, pendant que les machines descendent, 

5 
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OD both sides of ithe stage itself, whidi hardly left a 
breadth of ,ten paces for tlie free movements of the 
actors. Regoard, in his Distrait, gives us an 
amusing description cf the noise and confusion oc- 
casioned by the fashionable petit-maitres who in 
his day occupied this privileged place, and who 
chattered and laughed behind the backs of the 
actors, disturbing the spectators, and drawing 
their attention from the play. This impropriety 
continued down to the time of Voltaire, who had 
the merit, after repeated endeavours, of at last ob- 
taining its complete abolition, when Semirarnis was 
brought out. How could they have ventured on 
a change of decoration in presence of such an un- 
poetical chorus as this, totally unconnected with the 
piece, and yet thrust into the very middle of the 
representation. In the Cid, the scene manifestly 
changes several times iti the course of the same act, 
and yet it is never changed in the representation. 
In the English and Spanish plays of those times, 
this was also generally the case, but still certain 
signs were agreed on which served to denote the 
change of place, and the pliant imagination of the 
spectators followed the poet whithersoever he chose. 
But in .France, tlie young men of quality who sat 
on the stage lay in wait for opportunities of making 
laughable discoveries ; .and as all theatrical efiect 
rec^uires a certain distance, and appears ludicrous 
when too closely seen, every thing w^as confined to 
the dialogue between a few characters, and the 
stage was subjected to all the formalities of an anti^ 
ebamber. 


a A a 
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The scene> for the most part, actually represented 
an anti-chamber^ or at least a hall in the interior of 
a palace. As the action of the Greek tragedies is 
always carried on in open places majestically sur- 
rounded, the French poets have given to their 
mythological materials, in so far as the scene is con- 
cerned, the manners of modern courts. In a 
princely palace no violence, no failure in social 
decency is allowed; and as in a tragedy affairs cannot 
always proceed with pure compliment, every act of 
a bolder description, every exercise of power, every 
thing calculated to make a strong impression on the 
senses, is transacted behind the scenes, and merely 
related by confidents or other messengers. And 
yet Horace long ago remarked, that what is com- 
municated to the ear excites the mind in a much 
feebler degree than what is exhibited to the eye, 
and what the spectator relates to himself. He only 
recommends that what is incredible and revoltingly 
cruel should be withdrawn from observation. The 
dramatic effect of the visible may, it is true, be very 
much abused and it is possible for a theatre to de- 
generate into a noisy arena of mere bodily exhibi- 
tions, to which words and gestures may be superfluous 
appendages. But the opposite extreme, of allowing 
no conviction to the eye, and always referring to 
something absent, is certainly equally undeserving 
of approbation. In many French tragedies the 
spectator might be led to entertain a feeling that 
great actions were actually taking place, but that he 
bad made choice of a place which would not admit 
him to be an eye-witness of them. It is certain 
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that the effect of a drama is very much impaired 
when the effects which we observe proceed from 
causes which are invisible and at a distance. The 
conversp of this is preferable, — to show the cause 
itself, and merely to allow the effect to be recounted. 
Voltaire was aware of the injury which theatrical 
effect suffered from the established practice of the 
tragic stage in France; he frequently insists on 
richer scenical decorations ; and he himself in his 
pieces, and others after his example, have ventured 
to represent many things to the eye, which before 
would have been considered as unsuitable or re- 
diculous. But notwithstanding this attempt, and 
the earlier one of Racine in his Athalie^ the eye is 
now more out of favour than ever with the fashion- 
able critics. Wherever any thing is to be seen, or 
any action to be bodily executed, they scent a melo- 
drama ; and the idea that tragedy, if they were not 
incessantly to watch over its purity or rather its 
bald insipidity, might be gradually amalgamated 
with this species of play, (of which a word here- 
after), is a downright abomination to them. 

Voltaire has indulged in various infractions of the 
unity of time, but still he has not dared directly to 
attack the rule itself as unessential. He merely 
wishes to see a greater latitude given to its inter- 
pretation. It is sufficient if the action takes place 
within the walls of a palace or a town, though in 
different parts of it. He wishes however, in order 
to avoid a change of decoration, that it should be 
so contrived, as at once to comprehend the various 
scenes. Here he betrays very confused ideas, both 
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of 4nd pef^peotive. He refers to the 

the^ife of Paltedio at Vicehzay whieh be could 
liirdly hUve dver seetf: to account of this 

theatre, t^hlch, as we have already ofasetved, is in 
itself only a miscoAee^tidfi of the nature of the 
anticpie scene, Appears to be altogether founded on 
descriptions which he did hot understand, In his 
Semiramis, where he first attempted to carry his 
principles on this subject into practice, he has 
fellen info a singular error,. Instead of allowing 
the persons to proceed to various places, he has 
made the places actually repair to the pennons, 
the scene in the third act is a cabinet ; this cabinet, 
in Voltaire's own words (before the cjiieeti leaves it), 
gives way to a large Hall splendidly Ornamented. 
The Mausoleum of Ninus, which was at first in an 
open place before the palace, opposite to the temple 
of the M^gi^ has also.found means to steal to the 
side of the throne in this hall. After giving out its 
ghost to the light of day, to the terror of many be- 
holders, and again receiving it back, it repairs in 
the following act to its old place, where it probably 
bad left its obelisks behind. In the fifth act we 
see that it is very spacious, and provided with sub*^ 
terraneous passages. What a noise the Frfehch 
critics would make, were any foreigner to commit 
feuch ridifculous blunders.* 

* In Brutus we have another example of this running about 
pf the scene with the persons. In front there is a spacious 
decoration: the Senate is assembled between the Capitoline 
temple and the house of Brutus, in the open air. Afterwards, 
on the rising of the assembly, AfdnS Spd Albih alone t^emaih 
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We may in general observe with respect to the 
nntty of place, that it is often very unsatisfactorily 
observed by the French poets^ as well as by all who 
follow tire same system of rules^ even in comedy. 
The scene is not, it is true, changed, but things 
follow one another which do not usually happen in 
the same place. What can be more improbable 
than that people sliould confide their secrets to one 
anotlier in the very place near which they know 
their enemies arc i or that conspiracies should be 
hatched against a prince in bis own anti^ehamber ? 
Great importance is attached to the circumstance of 
the stage never remaining empty in the course of 
an act. This is called binding the scenes. But 
the rule is frequently only observed in appearance 
as the persons of the preceding scene go out at one 
door in the very moment when those of the next 
are entering at another. Moreover, they are not to 
enter or disappear without a motive distinctly ah- 
nounced : for the latter case particular pains are 
taken ; the confidents are dispatched on missions^ 
and persons of equal rank are also expressly, how- 
ever uncourteously, told to go out of the way.— 

behind, and now it is said : ^ui smt supposis Stre entrh 
salle d* audience dan^ tin autre appartement de la mmson de 
Brutus* What is the poet’s meaning here I Is the scene changed 
without being empty, or does he trust so far to the imaginetion 
of his spectators, as to suppose that, contrary to the evidence of 
their senses, they will take a scene for a chamber, which is orna- 
mented in a stile altogether different ? And how does what in 
the first description is a public place become afterwards a hall 
of audience i This decoration is either eonversant wUb leger* 
domain, or it has a bad memory. 
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With all these endeavours, the scene where every 
thing takes place, is often so vaguely and contra- 
dictorily defined, that as a German writer * has 
well said, in many pieces we ought to insert under 
the list of the dramatis personce : The scene is on 
the theatre* 

These inconveniences arise almost inevitably from 
an anxious observance of the Greek rules, under a 
total change of circumstances. To avoid the sup- 
posed improbability of springing from one time and 
one place to another, they have often involved them- 
selves in real and important improbabilities. A 
thousand times we have reason for repeating the 
observation of the Academy, in their criticism on 
the Cirf, respecting the crowding together so many 
events in the period of twenty four hours : From 
the fear of sinning against the rules of art, the poet 
has rather chosen to sin against the rules of nature.” 
But this imaginary contradiction between art and 
nature could only suggest itself to minds possessed 
of the lowest and most limited ideas with respect to 
art. 

I come now to a more important point, namely, to 
that of the materials not being handled in a manner 
suitable to their nature and quality. The Greek 
tragedians, with a few exceptions, always selected 
objects from their native mythology. The French 
tragedians borrow theirs sometimes from the ancient 
mythology, but much more frequently from the 

♦ Joh, Elias Schlegelf in his Gedanken zur Attfnahme des 
Danisdhen Theaters. 
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history of almost all ages and nations^ and their 
manner of treating mythological and historical sub- 
jects is but too often not properly mythological, and 
not properly historical. I shall explain myself 
more distinctly. The poet who selects an ancient 
mythological fable, that is, a fable connected by 
sacred tradition with the religious belief of the 
Greeks, should enter himself, and in like manner 
enable his spectators to enter, into the spirit of an- 
tiquity; he should preserve the simple manners of the 
heroic ages, with which such violent passions and ac- 
tions could alone be consistent or credible; his persons 
should bear that near resemblance to the gods 
which from their descent, and the frequency of 
their immediate intercourse with them, the ancients 
believed them to possess ; what is wonderful in the 
Grecian religion should not be purposely avoided 
or under-stated, but placed in its true character 
before the imaginations of the spectators, who 
ought to be supposed capable of entering fully into 
the belief of it. Instead of this however the French 
poets have given to their mythological heroes and 
heroines the refinement of the fashionable world, 
and the court manners of the present day; they 
have, l>ecause those heroes were princes (shepherds 
of the people, Homer calls them), given such 
descriptions of their situations and views as could 
only correspond with the calculating policy of a 
diflfcrent age, and not merely set antiquarian learn- 
ing at defiance, but also violated every thing like 
characteristical costume. In Phcddra^ this princess 
is to be declared regent for her son till he come of 





tECTUHES ON 


age, after the sapposed death of Theseus- Ho^ 
could this be coonpatible with the relations of the 
Grecian women of that day ? It brings us down to 
the times of a Cleopatra. Hermione remains alone^ 
without the protection Of a bix)ther or a father, at 
the court of Pyrrhus, nay even in his palace, and 
yet she is not married to him. With the ancients, 
and not merely in the Homeric age, marriage con- 
sisted in receiving the bride into the house of the 
bridegroom. But whatever justification there may 
be for the situation of Hermione in the practice of 
European courts, it is not the less repugnant to 
every thing like female dignity, and the more in- 
decorous, as Hermione is in love with the unwilling 
Pyrrhus, and urges the marriage in every possible 
way. What do wc think the Greeks would have 
thought of this bold and indecent measure? No 
doubt it might appear equally oflensive to French 
spectators, if Andromache w^ere exhibited to them 
in the situation in which she appears in Euripides, 
where, as a captive, her person is enjoyed by the 
conqueror of her country. But when the way of 
thinking of two nations are so totally different, why 
will they torment themselves witli attempts to 
fashion a subject founded on the manners of the 
one, to suit the manners of the other? What is 
allowed to remain will always exhibit a striking 
incongruity with that which is new modelled, and 
to change the whole is either impossible, or in no 
wise preferable to a new invention. The Grecian 
tragedians certainly allowed themselves a great lati- 
tude in changing the circumstances of the fables. 
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btit the alterations were always consistent whb the 
general of the heroic age. On the other hand 
they always left the characters as they received 
them from tradition and early fable^ by meains of 
which the cernning of Ulysses, the wisdom of 
Nestor, and the impetuous rage of Achilles, had 
almost become proverbial. Horace pafrticularly in- 
sists on the rule. But how unlike the Achilles in 
Racine’s Iphigenia to the Achilles of Homer ! The 
gallantry ascribed to him is not merely a sin against 
Homer, but it renders the whole story improbable. 
Are human sacrifices conceivable among a people 
whose chiefs and heroes are so susceptible of the 
most tender feelings ? In vain recourse is had to 
the power of religious motives ; history teaches us 
that a cruel religion becomes always milder with 
the manners of a people. 

In these new exhibitions of ancient fables, the won- 
derful has been studiously rejected as foreign to our 
belief. But when we are once brought from a world in 
which it belonged to the order of things into a world 
entirely prosaicah and consistent with historical ideas, 
we then find any wonderful thing, which the poet can 
only exhibit in an insulated state, so much the more 
incredible* In Homer, and in the Greek tragedians, 
every thing takes place in the presence? of the gods, 
and when they are visible, or display themselves 
in any wonderful manner, we arc in •no manner 
astonished. On the other hand, ail the labour and 
art of the modern poets, all the eloquence of their 
narratives, cannot reconcile our minds to these ex- 
hibitions, Examples are superfluous, the thing is 
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SO universally known. Yet I cannot help cursorily 
remarking how singularly Racine^ cautious as he 
generally is» has on an occasion of this kind in- 
volved himself in an inconsistency. Respecting the 
origin of the fable of Theseus descending into the 
world below to carry off Proserpine for his friend 
Pirithous, he adopts the historical explanation of 
Plutarch, that he was the prisoner of a Thracian king, 
whose wife he endeavoured to carry off from the 
same motive. On this he grounds the report of the 
d^ath of Theseus, which was at first current. And 
yet he allows Phaedra,* in a speech, to mention the 
fabulous tradition as an earlier achievement of the 
hero. How many women then did Theseus wish 
to carry off for Pirithous? Pradon manages this 
much better : when Theseus is asked by a confident 
if he really was in the world below, he answers, 
how could any sensible man possibly believe such 
a silly tale ! he merely availed himself of the cre- 
dulity of the people, and gave out this report from 
political motives. 

So much with respect to the manner of handling 
mythological materials. The same objection is in 
the first place applicable in the case of the historical, 
namely, that the French manners of the day are 
substituted to those which properly belong to the 
different |)ersons, and that the characters do not 
sufficiently*bear the stamp of their age and their 
nation. But to this we must add another detri- 

* Je Paraie, non point tel que Pont vu les enfers, 

Volage adorateur de inille objets divers, 

Qui va du dieu des morts deshonorer la couche. 
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mental circumstance. A mythological subject is in 
its nature poetical, and ready for a new poetical 
attempt. In the French tragedy as in the Greek, 
an equal and constant dignity is required^ and the 
French language is even much more fastidious in 
this respect, as very many things cannot be at all 
mentioned in poetry. But in history we are in a 
prosaical province, and the truth of the picture 
requires definitions, circumstances, and features, 
which cannot be given without a greater or less 
descent from the elevation of the tragical cothur- 
nus. This has been done by Shakspeare the most 
perfect of all historical dramatists. The French 
tragedians however have not been able to bring 
their minds to submit to this, and hence their 
works are frequently deficient in those circumstances 
which give life and truth to a picture, and when an 
obstinate prosaical circumstance must at last be 
mentioned, they avail themselves of laboured and 
artificial circumlocutions. 

Respecting the tragical dignity of historical sub- 
jects, peculiar principles have prevailed. Corneille 
was in the best way of the world when he brought 
his Cid on the stage, a story of the middle ages, 
which belonged to a kindred people, a story cha- 
racterised by chivalrous love and honour, and in 
which the principal characters are not even of 
princely rank. Had this example been followed, a 
number of prejudices respecting tragical ceremony 
would of themselves have disappeared ; tragedy, 
from its greater truth, from deriving its motives 
from a way of thinking still current and intelligible. 
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HKTould have is^ti less fcu*€igD to the heart $ the 
quality of the xibjects urould ,of themselves have 
turned them from ti>e stiff observation of the rules 
fxf tibe ancients, which they did not understand, as 
we sec, for instance, that Corneille never deviated so 
far from these rules, as in this very piece, in the train, 
it is true,- of his Spanish .model ; in one word, the 
French tragedy would have become national and 
truly romantic. But I know not what unfortunate 
star bad the ascendant: notwithstanding the extra- 
ordinary success of his Cid, Corneille did not go 
one step farther, and the attempt which he made 
had no imitators. In the time of Louis XIV. it 
was considered as a matter established beyond dis- 
pute, that the French, and in general the modern 
European history was not adapted for tragedy. They 
had recourse therefore to the ancient universal 
history: besides the Romans and Grecians, they 
frequently hunted about among the Assyrians, Ba-^ 
bylonians, Persians, and Egyptians, for events, 
which, however obscure they might often be, they 
could dress out for the tragic stage. Racine made, 
according to his own confession, a hazardous at-* 
tempt with the Turks ; it was successful, and ^ince 
that time, the necessary tragical dignity has been 
allowed to this barbarous j^eople, with whom we 
often find the customs and habits of the rudest 
despotism, and tlie most abject slavery, united in the 
same person, and who know nothing of love, but 
the most luxurious sensuality; while it has been 
mfused to the Europeans, notwithstanding their 
rCligmn, their feeling of honour, and their respect 
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for the female sex, plead so powerfully in their 
favour. But it was merely the modern, and more 
particularly the French names, which could not be 
tolerated as uniragical and unpoptical ; fertbe heroes 
of antiquity are with them Frenchmen in every 
thing but the name; and antiquity was merely 
used as a thin veil under which the modern French 
character could be distinctly recognised. Racine’s 
Alexander is certainly not the Alexander of history; 
but if under this name we imagine to ourselves the 
great Conde, the wliole will appear tolerably natural. 
And who does not suppose Louis XIV. and the 
Duchess de la Valiere represented under Titus and 
Berenice ? Did the poet wish to flatter his monarch 
by the allusion ? Voltaire expresses himself some- 
what strongly, when he says that in the tragedies 
which succeeded those of Racine, we imagine 
we are reading the romances of Mademoiselle 
Scuderi, which paint citizens of Paris under the 
names of heroes of antiquity. He alluded liere 
more particularly to Crebillon. However much 
Corneille and Racine were tainted with the way of 
thinking of their own nation, they were frtill at 
times penetrated with the spirit of true objective 
exhibition. Corneille gives us a masterly picture of 
the Spaniards in the Cid; and this is conceivable 
enough, for he drew his materials from them.. 
With the exception of tlie original sin pf galiantry, 
be succeeded also pretty well with the Romana.: 
of one part of their character at least he had a tpler 
Table conception, their predominating patriotiiftin, 
and unyielding pride ei liberty, and the m^gnaiMr 
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mity of their political sentiments. All this, it is 
true, is nearly the same as we find it in Lucan, 
varnished over with a certain inflation and self- 
conscious pomp. The simple republican austerity, 
the humility of religion, he could not attain. Racine 
has admirably painted the corrupt manners of the 
Romans under the Emperors, and the timid and 
dastardly manner in which the tyranny of Nero 
first began to display itself. It is true he had 
Tacitus for a predecessor, as he himself gratefully 
acknowledges ; but still it is a great merit to trans- 
late history in such an able manner into poetry. 
He has also shown a just conception of the general 
spirit of Hebrew history : here he was guided by 
religious reverence, which the poet ought always in 
some degree to bring with him to his subject. He 
was less successful with the Turks : Bajazet makes 
love wholly in the European manner; the blood 
thirsty policy of eastern despotism is very well 
portrayed, it is true, in the Vizier : but the whole 
resembles Turkey upside down, where the women, 
instead of being slaves, have contrived to get pos- 
session of the government, which wears such a re- 
volting appearance, that we might well be inclined 
to infer from it, the Turks are really not so much 
to blame in keeping their women under lock and 
key. Neither has Voltaire, in my opinion, suc- 
ceeded much better in his Mahomet and Zaire: 
the gibwing colours of an oriental fancy are nowhere 
to be found. Voltaire has however this great merit, 
that he insisted on treating subjects with more 
. historical truth, and that he made this the object of 

3 



DRAMATIC LITERATURE. 


369 


liis own endeavours ; and farther, that he agtiin 
elevated to the dignity of the tragical stage the chi- 
valrous and Christian characters of rhodern Europe, 
which since the time of the Cid had been altogether 
excluded from it. His Lusignan and Nerestan 
among his most true, affecting, and noble creations ; 
his Taiicredy although the invention as a whole is 
defective in strength, will always personally gain 
over every heart, like his namesake in Tasso.— 
A hire is highly distinguished in a historical point 
of view. It is singular enough that Voltaire, with 
his restless search after tragical materials, has ac- 
tually completed the circumnavigation of the world : 
for as in Alzire he exhibits the American tribes of 
the other hemisphere, in his Dschingiskan he 
brings Chinese on the stage, from the farthest ex- 
tremity of ours, who, from the faithful observation 
of their costume, have the appearance of comic or 
grotesque figures. 

Unfortunately Voltaire came too late with his 
projected reformation of the theatre: much was 
already ruined by the trammels within which French 
tragedy had been so long confined ; and the pre- 
judice which gave such disproportionate importance 
to the observation of external rules and proprieties 
had, as it appears, been then irrevocably established. 

Next to the rules respecting the external mecban« 
ism, which they had adopted without examination 
from the ancients, the prevailing ideas of social 
propriety peculiar to their nation were the prin- 
cipal obstacles to the French poets in the exercise 
of their talents, and in many cases put it altogether 

VOL. I. 2 b 
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out of their power to reach the highest tragical 
effect. The problem ibr the solution of the dramatic 
poet is the union of the poetical form with nature 
and truths and consequently nothing ought to be 
included in the former^ which the latter rejects^ 
French tragedy, since the time of Richelieu, had 
developed itself under the &vour and protection of 
the court; and even its scene had, as we have 
already observed, the appearance of an anti-chamber* 
In such an atmosphere the spectators might suggest 
the idea to the poet, that politeness was one of the 
original and essential ingredients of human nature. 
In tragedy, men are opposed to each other in the 
most dreadful strife, and in a close struggle with 
misfortune; we can only exact an ideal dignity 
from them, for from the nice observance of social 
punctilios they are absolved by their situation. So 
long as they still possess sufficient presence of mind 
not to violate them, so long as they do not appear 
completely overpowered by their grief and their 
mental agony, the highest degree of emotion can- 
not be reached. The poet may indeed be allowed 
to entertain that care for his persons which Caesar 
had for himself after receiving the deadly blow, 
namely, to make them fall with decorum. He must 
not exhibit human nature to us in all its repulsive 
nakedness. The most heart-rending and dreadful 
pictures must still be possessed of beauty, must be 
somewhat more dignified than common reality. 
This miracle is effected by poetry : it has indiscri- 
bable sighs, immediate sounds of the deepest pain, 
in which there is still something melodious. It is 
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only a certain full^-dressed and formal beauty, which 
is incompatible with the greatest truth of expression. 
And this beauty is exactly that which is demanded in 
the style of a French tragedy. No doubt there is 
something too in the quality of their language and 
their versification. The French language is altogether 
incapable of many bold flights, it has very little 
poetical freedom, and it carries into poetry all the 
grammatical stiffness of prose. Their poets have 
often acknowledged and lamented this. Besides^ 
the Alexandrine with its couplets, with its hemi« 
stichs of equal length, is a very symmetrical and 
monotonous species of verse, and much better 
adapted for the expression of antithetical maxims, 
than for the musical delineation of passion with its 
unequal, abrupt, and erratic course. But the main 
cause lies in a national feature, in the social en- 
deavour never to forget themselves in presence of 
others, and always to exhibit themselves to the 
greatest possible advantage. It has been often 
remarked, that in French tragedy the poet is al- 
ways too easily seen through the discourses of the 
different personages, that he communicates to them 
his presence of mind, his cool reflexion on their 
situation, and his desire to shine upon all occasions. 
When we accurately examine the most of their 
tragical speeches, we shall find that they are seldom 
such as would be delivered by persons speaking or 
acting by themselves without any restraint ; we shall 
generally discover something in them which betrays 
a reference more or less perceptible to the spectator. 
Before however our compassion can be powerfully 

2 B 2 
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excited, we must be familiar with the characters ; 
but how is this possible, if we arc always to see 
them yoked to their views and endeavours, or, what 
is worse, to an unnatural and assumed grandeur of 
character? We must overhear them in their un- 
guarded moments, when they imagine themselves 
alone, and throw aside all care and precaution. 

Eloquence may and ought to have a place in 
tragedy, but in so far as it apj>cars with somewhat 
of an artificial method and preparation, it can only 
be in character when the speaker is sufficiently 
master of himself; for overpowering passion, an 
unconscious and involuntary eloquence is alone suit- 
able. The truly inspired orator will forget himself 
in the object which occupies him. We call it rhetoric 
when he thinks more of himself, and the art in 
which he flatters himself he has obtained a mastery, 
than of his subject. Rhetoric, and rhetoric in a 
court dress, prevails but too much in many French 
tragedies, especially in those of Corneille, instead of 
the suggestions of a noble, but simple and artless 
nature ; Racine and Voltaire however have approx- 
imated much nearer to the true conception of a 
'mind carried away by its sufferings. Whenever the 
tragic hero is able to express his pain in antitheses 
and ingenious allusions, we may safely dispense 
with our pity. This sort of conventional dighity is, 
as it were, a coat of mail, to prevent the blow from 
reaching the inward parts. On account of their 
retaining this festal pomp in situations where the 
most complete self-forgetfulness would be natural, 
Schiller has wittily enough compared the heroes 
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in, French tragedy to the kings in old copper-plates, 
who lie in bed with mantle, crown, and sceptre. 

The social cultivation prevails throughout the 
whole of the French literature and art. Social 
cultivation sharpens the sense for the ludicrous, and 
on that account, when it is carried to an over re- 
finement, it is the death of every thing like en- 
thusiasm. For all enthusiasm, all poetry, has a 
ludicrous aspect for the unfeeling. When there^ 
fore such a way of thinking has once become 
universal in a nation, a certain negative criticism 
will also arise. A thousand difierent things must 
be avoided, and in attending to these, the highest 
object of all is lost sight of, that which ought properly 
to be performed. The dread of the ludicrous is the 
conscience of Frcncli poets ; it has dipt their wings, 
and impaired their flight. It is exactly in the most 
serious kind of poetry that this dread must torment 
them the most ; for extremes run into one another, 
and whenever pathos fails it gives rise to laugh- 
ter and parody. It is amusing to witness the in- 
finite distress of mind of Voltaire, when he was 
threatened with a parody of his Semiramis on the 
Italian theatre. In a petition to the Queen, t^is 
man, whose whole life had been passed in turning 
every thing great and honourable into ridicule, 
endeavours to avail himself of his claim, as one of 
the servants of the King’s household, to obtain a 
prohibition of a very, allowable amusement of a 
higher description. As the French wits have in- 
dulged themselves in turning every thing in the 
world into ridicule, and more especially the mental 
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productions of other nations^ they will also , allow us 
on our parts to divest ourselves, when we see that 
their tragic writers, with all their care, have now 
and then been unable to escape the rock of which 
they were most in dread. Lessing has, with the 
most irresistible and victorious wit, pointed out the 
ludicrous nature of the very plans of Rodogune^ Semi^ 
ramis, MeropCi and Zaire. But both in this respect 
and with regard to single laughable turns, a rich 
gleaning might yet be obtained.^ But Lessing 

* A few examples of the latter kind may be sufficient. The 
lines with which Theseus in the (Edipus of Corneille opens hiv 
part, are deserving of one of the first places : 

Quelque ravage affreux qu’etale ici la peste 
L’absence aux vrais amans cst encore plus funeste. 

Tlie following from his Otho are equally well known : 

Dis moi done, lorsqu’ Othon s’est ofPert d Cainille, 

A-t-il paru contraint ? a>t-elle 6t6 facile ? 

Son hommage auprds d’elle a-t>il eu plein eifet ? 

Comment I’a-t-elle pris, et comment l’a<*t-il fait ? 

Where it is almost unconceivable, that the poet should not have 
seen the application which might be made of the passage, espe- 
cially as he allows the confident to answer : JTai tout vu. That 
AttUa should treat the kings who are dependent on him like 
good for nothing fellows : 

11s ne sout pas venus, nos deux rois; qu’ on leur die 
Qu’ils se font trop attendre, et qu’ Attila s’ennuie 
Qu’ alors que je les mande ils doivent se hdter: 

may in one view appear veiy serious and true, but nevertheless 
it appears exceedingly droll to us from the turn of expremion. 
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carried on a much more merciless war against the 
Freiich stage than we should be perhaps justified in 
doing in the present day. At the time when he 

ud especially from its being the opening of the piece. Generally 
speaking, with respect to the ludicrous, Corneille lived in a state 
of great innocence; the world since that time has become a 
great deal more witty. Hence when we make allowances for 
what he cannot be blamed for, as it merely arises from his 
language having become obsolete, we shall still find an ample 
field remaining for our ridicule. In the numerous pieces which 
are not reckoned among liis mastcr>pieces, we have only to turn 
them up at random to light upon passages susceptible of a lu- 
dicrous application. Racine, from the refinement amd modera- 
tion which were natural to him, was much more secure from 
this danger ; but yet, heie and there, many expressions of the 
same description have escaped from bim. We may here include 
the whole of the speech where Theramenes exhorts his pupil 
Hippolytus to yield himself up to love. The ludicrous can 
hardly be carried farther than in these lines : 

Craint-on de s’^garer sur les traces d’ Hercule > 

Quels courages Venus n’a-t-elle pas domtes i 
Vous meme, m seriez vous, vous qui la combattez. 

Si toujours Antiope, a ses loix oppose, 

D* une ardeur n’eut bruI6 pour Tbesee? 

In Berenice Antiochus receives his confident, whom he had 
sent to announce his visit to the Queen, with the words : ^r- 
sace, entrerons^nous ? This humble patience in an ante-chamber 
would appear even undignified in comedy, but it appears too 
pitiful even for a second rate tragical hero. Antiochus says 
afterwards to the queen : 

Je me suis tft cinq ans 

Madame, et vais encore me taire plus long-terns— 

And to gWe an immediate proof of his intention by his conduct, 
he repeats after this no less than fifty verses in a breath. 
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published his Dramaturgies^ we had scarcely any 
but French tragedies upon our stages^ and the 
trayagant predilection, for them as classical models 
had not then been combated. At present the 
national taste has been declared so decidedly against 
them, that we have nothing to fear from any illusion 
from that quarter. 

It is farther said that the French dramatists have 
to do with a public not only extremely fastidious 
with respect to the introduction of any thing low, 
and extremely susceptible of the ludicrous, but also 
extremely impatient. We shall allow them all the 
credit of this self flattery ; for we can have no doubt 
that their meaning is, that this impatience is a proof 
of quick apprehension and shaVpness of wit. It is 
susceptible however of another interpretation : su- 
perficial knowledge, and more especially an inward 

When Orosman says to whom he pretends to love with 

European tenderness,’ 

Je sais que notre loi, favorable aux plaisirs 

Ouvre un champ sans limite a nos vastes desirs ; 

his language is still more indecorous than laughable. But the 
anstSK of Zaire to lier confident, who on this puts her in mind 
that she is a Christian, is highly comic : 

Ah I que dis>tu ? pourquoi rappeler roes ennuis ? 

Upon the whole however Voltaire is much more upon his guard 
against the ludicrous than his predecessors ; this was perfectly 
natural, for in his time the rage of turning every thing into 
ridicule was most prevalent. We may boJdly affirm that in our 
days a single verse of the description of hundreds in Corneille 
would infallibly occasion the death of a pic(;e. 
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emptiness of mind^ always display themselves in a 
fretful impatience. But however this may be, the 
disposition in question has had both an advantageous 
and a disadvantageous influence on the structure of 
their pieces. It has been advantageous in so far as 
it has compelled them to lop off every thing super- 
fluous, to proceed to the main business without 
circumlocution, to be perspicuous, to study com- 
pression, to endeavour to turn every moment to 
account. All these are good theatrical properties, 
and have been the means of recommending the 
French tragedies as models of perfection to those 
who rather examine works of art by the dry test of 
the understanding, than listen to the voice of ima- 
gination and feeling. It has been disadvantageous 
in so far as even motion, rapidity^ and stretch of 
expectation, continued without interruption, become 
at length wearisome and monotonous. It is like a 
music from which the piano should be altogether 
excluded, and in which even the difference between 
forte and fortmlnto should not be distinguishable 
from the mistaken emulation of the performers. I 
find too few resting places in their tragedies, such 
as we have every where in the ancient tragedies 
where the lyric enters. There are moments in 
human life which are dedicated by every religious 
mind to self-meditation, and when the view is. 
turned towards the past and the future. This 
sacred ness of the moment I do not find to be held 
in sufficient reverence: the actors as well as the 
spectators are always equally hurried on to what 
follows ; and we shall find very few scenes indeed. 
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where the developement of a mere condition is tran- 
quilly represented independently of the causal con- 
nexion. The question with them is always what 
happens, and not sufficiently how it happens. And 
yet this is the main thing when an impression is to 
be made on the witnesses of human events. Hence 
every thing like silent effect is almost entirely ex- 
cluded from the province of their dramatic art. The 
only leisure which remains to the actor for silent 
pantomime is during the delivery of the long dis- 
courses addressed to him, when it more frequently 
serves to embarrass him, than to assist him in the 
developement of his part. They are satisfied if the 
weaving of the intrigue proceeds in its rapid measure 
witliout interruption, and if in the speeches and 
answers the ball is diligently kept up to the 
conclusion. 

Generally speaking, impatience is by no means a 
good disposition for the reception of the beautiful. 
Even dramatic poetry, the most animated produc- 
tion of art, has its contemplative side, and where 
this is n^Iected, the representation then engenders, 
from its very rapidity and animation, only a d^fening 
noise in our mind, instead of the inward music 
which ought to accompany it. 

Many technical imperfections in their tragedy 
have been admitted by the French critics them- 
selves; for instance, the confidants. ''Every hero 
and heroine regularly drag a person along with them, 
a gentleman in waiting oi* a court lady. In not a 
few pieces, we may eount three or four of these 
merely jmssive hearers, who sometimes open their 
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Iip 3 to tell something to tlleir patron which be 
must have known better himself^ or who are dis-* 
patched on messages. The confidants in the Greek 
tragedies^ either old tutors and governesses^ or 
servants, have always peculiar characteristical desti- 
nations, and the ancient tragedians felt so little the 
want of communications between a hero and his 
confidant, in making us acquainted with the state of 
mind and views of the former, that they even in- 
troduce so important a friend as Pylades, whose 
fame has become proverbial, as a mute personage^ 
But whatever ridicule has been cast on the con- 
fidants, and however great the reproach of being 
reduced to make use of them, down to the time of 
A1 fieri no attempt was ever made to get quit of them* 
The expositions or statements of the preliminary 
situation of things are another nuisance. They 
generally consist of disclosures to the confidants, 
delivered in choice language, when they liavo abun- 
dance of leisure on their hands. That very public 
whose impatience keeps the poets and players under 
such strict discipline, possesses patience enough, 
however^ to listen to the unfolding in wordy treatises 
of what ought to he developed before their eyes. It 
is allowed that an exposition is seldom unexception- 
able^ that the persons in their speeches begin far** 
ther back than they naturally ought, and that they 
tell one another what they must both have knosfn 
before, &c. If the afiair is complicated, these expo- 
sitions are generally extremely tedious: those of 
Herj^ius and Rodogune absolutely make the head 
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giddy. Cbaulieu says of Crcbillons llhadaftmte, 
“ The piece would be perfectly clear were it not for 
the exposition.” It seems to me that their whole 
system of expositions, both in tragedy and in high 
comedy, is exceedingly defective* Nothing can be 
more ill judged than to begin at once to instruct 
us without any dramatic movement. At the draw- 
ing up of the curtain the attention of the spectator 
is almost inevitably distracted by external cir- 
cumstances, his interest has not yet been excited ; 
and this is precisely the time chosen by the poet to 
exact from him an earnest and undivided attention 
to a dry investigation, a demand which he can 
hardty be supposed willing to admit. It will ]>er- 
haps be argued that the very same thing was done 
by the Greek poets. But the subject was for the 
most part extremely simple with them, and it was 
already known to the spectators ; and their exposi- 
tions, with the exception of the unskilful prologues 
of Euripides, have not the didactic and inculcatory 
tone of the French, but display life and motion. 
How admirable again ar^e the expositions of Shak- 
speare and Calderon ! They lay hold of the imagi- 
nation at the very outset ; and when they have once 
gained over the spectator, they then bring forward 
the information necessary for tbe.foll understanding 
of the subsequent transactions. This means is, it is 
true, denied to the French tragic poets^ w'ho are 
very sparingly allowed the use of any thing calcu- 
lated to make an impression on the senses, any 
thing like corporeal action, and who are obliged 
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to reserve the little which is within their power to 
the last acts, that they may still in some degree 
heighten the interest of them* ; 

Ta comprise what I iiave iiitherto observed in a 
few words ; the French have endeavoured to form 
their tragedy according to a strict idea ; but instead 
of this they have merely bit upon an abstract notion. 
Hiey require tragical dignity and grandeur, tra- 
gical situations, passions, and pathos, altogether 
naked and pure without any foreign appendages. 
From stripping them in this way of their accompa- 
niments they lose much in truth, profundity, and 
character ; and the whole composition is deprived 
of the living charm of variety, the magic of pic- 
turesque situations, and of all those overpowering 
effects which can only be produced by the increase 
of objects under a voluntary abandonment after 
easy and gradual preparation. With respect to the 
theory of the tragic art, they are yet nearly at the 
point in which they were in gardening in the time 
of Lenotre. The whole merit consists in extorting 
a triumph from nature by means of art. They 
have no other idea of regularity than the measured 
symmetry of straight alleys, dipt hedges, &c. In 
vain should we labour to make those who lay out 
such gardens comprehend that there can be any 
plan, any concealed order in an English {>ark, and 
demonstrate to them that a succession of landscapes, 
which from their gradation, their alternation, and 
their opposition, give effect to each other, all aim 
at exciting in us a certain disposition of mind. 

The rooted and perinauent prejudices of a wijole 
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nation are seldom accidental^ but are connected with 
a general want of solid knowledge, ik»m which the 
distinguished minds who lead the rest are not ex* 
cepted. We are not therefore to consider such 
prgudices merely as causes ; we must consider them 
also at the same time as important effects. We 
allow that the narrow system of rules, that the dis- 
secting intellectual criticism, has shackled the French 
tragedians ; still, however, it remains doubtful 
whether their own inclinations would have led them 
to make choice of more comprehensive designs, and 
whether they could have filled them up. The most 
distinguished among them have certainly not been 
deficient in means and talents. In a particular exa- 
mination of their different productions we cannot 
show them any favour ; but, on a general view, 
they are more deserving of pity than censure ; and 
when, under such unfavourable circumstances, they 
have still been able to produce what is excellent, 
they are doubly entitled to our admiration, although 
we can by no means admit the justice of the common 
place observation, that the overcoming of difficulty 
is a source of pleasure, nor find any thing merito- 
rious in a work of art merely because it is artfully 

I have already briefly noticed all that it was 
necessary to mention of the antiquities of the French 
stage. The duties of the poet were gradually de- 
fined with greater strictness from a belief in the 
authority of the ancients, and the infallibility of 
Aristotle. The poets were from their own inclina- 
tion however led to the Spanish theatres, so long as 
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the dramatic art in France had not attained its full 
maturity by a native education. They not only 
imitated the Spatfiards> but even borrowed directly 
from this mine of ingenious invention. I do not 
merely allude to the earlier time under Richelieu ; 
this state of things continued throughout the whole 
of the first half of the age of Louis XIV. ; and 
Racine is perhaps the oldest poet who seems to have 
been altogether unacquainted with the Spaniards, 
or at least who was in no manner influenced by 
them. The comedies of Corneille are nearly all of 
them taken from Spanish pieces ; and of his 
celebrated works the Cid and Don Sanchoof Aragon 
are also Spanish. The only piece of Rotrou which 
still keeps its place on the theatre, tVenceslas, is 
from Francisco de Roxas : the unfinished Princess 
of Elis of Moliere is from Moreto, Don Garcia of 
Navarre from an unknown author, and the Festin 
de Pierre carries its origin in its front we have 
only to look at the works of Thomas Corneille to be 
at once convinced that with the exception of a few 
they are all Spanish ; and so are the earlier labours of 
Quinault, namely, his comedies and tragi-comedies. 
The right of drawing without scruple from this 
source was so universal, that the French imitators, 
when they borrowed without the least disguise, did 
not even give themselves the trouble of naming 

* And betrays at the same time Moli6re*s ignorance of the 
Spanish. For if he had possessed even a tolerable knowledge, 
how could he have translated El Convidadode Piedra (the Stone 
Guest) into the Stone Feast 9 which has no meaning here, and 
could only be applicable to tlie Feasts of Midas ? 

3 
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the autVior of the original, and assigning a part of 
the applause which they might earn to the true 
owner* In the Cid alone the text of the Spanish 
poet has frequently been cited, because the claim 
of Corneille to originality was called in question. 

We should certainly . derive much instruction 
From an inquiry into the models when they arc not 
among the more celebrated, or when their titles arc 
not knowm, and instituting a comparison between 
them and the copies. We must, howwer, go very 
differently to work from Voltaire in Heraclim^ 
where Garcia dc la Huerta* has uncontestably 
proved both his great ignorance, and his studied and 
disgusting perversions. If the most of these imita- 
tions give little pleasure in France in the present 
day, this decides nothing against the originals, 
which must always have suffered considerably from 
the change. The national characters of the French 
and Spanish are totally diflfcrent ; and consequently 
the spirit of their language and poetry must be 
equally distinct. The most empty and confined 
character belongs to the French ; the Spanish, 
though in the remotest west, displays an oriental 
vein which may easily be accounted for from its 
history; it luxuriates in a profusion of bold images 
and sallies of wit. When we deprive their dramas 
of these sumptuous ornaments, when, for the glow- 
ing colours of their romances and the musical varia- 
tions of the rhymed strophes in which they are 
composed, we compel them to assume the monotony 

In the introduction to his Theatro HespanoL 
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of the Alexandrine with the addition of externalj^ 
regularities, while the character and situations are( 
allowed to remain essentially the same, there can no 
longer be any harmony between the subject and the 
manner in which it is treated, and it will have for- 
feited that truth which may still be exhibited in the 
dominion of fancy. 

The charm of the Spanish poetry consists, gene- 
rally speaking, in the union of sublime and en- 
thusiastic seriousness of feeling, which peculiarly 
descends from the North, with the lovely breath of 
the South, and the dazzling pomp of the East. 
Corneille possessed an affinity to the Spanish spirit, 
but only in the first point; we might take him for a 
Spaniard, educated in Normandy. It is to be re- 
gretted that, instead of depending on foreign models, 
he had not, after the Cld, employed himself upon 
subjects where he might have given himself altoge- 
ther up to his feeling for chivalrous honour and 
fidelity. But he had recourse to the Roman his- 
tory ; and the severe patriotism of the older Romans, 
with the ambitious policy of those of an after period, 
supplied the place of chivalry, and in some measure 
assumed its garb. It was by no means so much his 
object to excite our terror and compassion as our 
admiration for the characters, and astonishment at 
the situations, of his heroes. He hardly ever afiects 
us ; and is seldom capable of producing agitation.- — 
Here I might indeed observe, that such is his par- 
tiality for admiration, that not contented with ex- 
acting it for the heroism of virtue, he claims it also 
for the heroism of vice, from the boldness, strength 
VOL. I. 2 c 
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. of soul, presence of mind, and elevation above all 
(human failings, which he exhibits in his criminals 
of both sexes. Nay, it often happens that his cha- 
racters express themselves in the language of osten- 
tatious pride, without our being well able to see 
of what they have to be proud : they are merely 
proud of their pride. We cannot often say that we 
take an interest in them : they either appear to 
stand in no need of our compassion from the great 
resources which they possess within themselves, or 
they are undeserving of it. He has represented the 
conflict of passions and motives ; but for the most 
part not immediately as such, but already metamor- 
phosed into a contest of principles. He has been 
found coldest in love ; and this was because he could 
not prevail on himself to paint it as an amiable weak- 
ness, although he every where introduced it, even 
where it was very unsuitable, either from a conde- 
scension for the taste of the age or a private incli- 
nation for chivalry, where love always appears as 
the ornament of valour, as the checkered favour 
waving at the lance, as the elegant ribbon-knot to 
the sword. He seldom paints love as a power which 
imperceptibly steals upon us, and at last gains an 
involuntary and irresistible dominion over us ; but 
as an homage freely chosen to the exclusion of duty 
at first, but afterwards maintaining its place along 
with it. This is the case at least in his better 
pieces; for in his later works love is frequently 
compelled to give way to ambition ; and these two 
^springs mutually weaken each other. His females 
are generally not sufficiently feminine ; and the love 
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which they inspire is with them not the last object^ 
but merely a means. They stimulate their lovers 
to great dangers, and sometimes also to great erimes / 
and the men appear often to sufier from allowing 
themselves to be mere instruments in the hands of 
women, and to be dispatched on heroic mt^ssages 
as it were by the women, for the sake of winning 
the prize of love previously held out to them. Such 
women as Emilia in Cinna and Rodogime must be 
unsusceptible of love. But if Corneille has departed 
from truth in his principal characters by exagge- 
rating the energetical and under-rating the passive 
part of our nature, if his heroes display too much 
volition and too little feeling, he is still much more 
unnatural in his situations. He has, in defiance of 
all probability, pointed them in such a way, that 
we might properly give them the appellation of tra- 
gical antitheses ; so that the expression of a scries of 
epigrammatical maxims may be said to be natui’al 
in them. He is fond of exhibiting the most sym- 
metrical oppositions. His eloquence is often ad- 
mirable from its strength and compression ; but it 
sometimes degenerates into bombast, and exhausts 
itself in superfluous accumulations. The later Ro- 
nmns, Seneca the philosopher, and Lucan, were 
too much considered by him in the light of models ; 
and unfortunately he also possessed a vein of Seneca 
the tragedian. From this wearisome pomp of decla- 
mation, a few simple w^ords here and there inter** 
spersed have been often made the subject of extra- 
vagant praise.* If they stood alone they would 


* For instance, the Qu^il mouriU of the old Horatius ; the 

0. C*l 
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,^‘rtainly be entitled to praise ; but they are imme- 
;iiately followed by long speeches which soon destroy 
fieir eflect. When the Spartan mother, on deliver- 
ng the shield to her son, used the well known wwds, 
^ This, or on this !” she certainly made no farther 
addition to them. Corneille was peculiarly well 
qualified for exhibiting ambition and the lust of 
power, a passion which stifles all other human feel- 
ings, and never properly erects its thrdne till the 
mind has previously become a cold and dreary 
wilderness. His youth w^as passed in the last civil 
wars, and he still saw remains of the feudal inde- 
pendence. I will not pretend to decide how much 
this may have influenced him, but it is undeniable 
that the sense which he often showed of the great 
importance of political questions, was altogether un- 
known to the following age, and first made its 
appearance again in Voltaire. He paid however his 
tribute of flattery to Louis the Fourteenth, like the 
rest of the poets of his time, in verses which are now 
forgotten. 

Racine y who has not yet during a whole century 
been decidedly declared the favourite poet of the 
French nation, was by no means during his life in 
so enviable a situation, and, notwithstanding many 
proofs of brilliant success, could not then repose in 
the pleasing and undisturbed possession of his fame. 
His merits in ^giving the last polish to the French 
language, his unrivalled excellencies of expression 
and versification, were not then allowed ; on the 

Soyons amis, Cinna ; also the Mn of Medea which, we miy 
observe in passing, is borrowed from Scncca. 
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stage he had rivals who partly obtained an und^^ 
served preference over him. On the one hand, tlje 
exclusive admirers of Corneille, with Madam Sevignd 
at their head, made a formal party against him ; on 
the other hand, Pradon, who was a much younger 
man than himself, endeavoured to obtain the victory 
over him, and he actually succeeded, it would appear, 
not merely in gaining over the crowd, but the very 
court itself, notwithstanding the zeal v^ith which he 
was opposed by Boileau. The chagrin to which this 
gave rise unfortunately interrupted his theatrical 
career, at the very period when his mind had attained 
its full maturity ; he was afterwards prevented by a 
mistaken piety from returning to his theatrical em- 
ployment, and it required all the influence of Madame 
Maintenon to induce him to employ himself upon re- 
ligious subjects for a particular occasion. It is proba- 
ble that he would have still carried the art a great 
deal higher, for in the works which we have we uni- 
formly perceive a successive improvement. He is a 
poet in every respect deserving of our love : he pos- 
sessed a great susceptibility for all the more tender 
emotions, and great sweetness in the manner of 
expressing them. His moderation, which "never 
allowed him to transgress the bounds of propriety, 
we will not estimate too highly, for he did not pos- 
sess any superfluity of strength of character, nay, 
there arc even marks of weakness perceptible in him, 
which it is said he also exhibited in his private life. 
He has also paid his homage to the luscious gal- 
lantry of his age, where it merely serves as a show 
of love to connect togetherHhe intrigue ; but he has 
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jten* also completely succeeded in the delineatioti 

4 a more genuine love, especially in his female 
characters ; and many of his amatory scenes brea?the 
a tender voluptuousness, which, from the veil of 
reserve and modesty thrown over it, steals only tlie 
more seductively into the soul. The inconsisten- 
cies of unsuccessful passion, the wanderings of a 
distempered mind in prey to an irresistible desire, 
he has portiyycd with more .emotion and fervour 
than any French poet before him, or even perhajis 
after him. Generally speaking, he was more in- 
clined to the elegiac and the idyllic, than to the 
heroic* I will not say that he would never have 
elevated himself to more serious and dignified con- 
ceptions as in Britanfuem and Muhridai ; but here 
we must distinguish between what his subject sug- 
gested to him, and what he drew with peculiar 
Ibndncss, where he is less to be considered as a 
dramatic artist than as speaking the language of his 
own feelings. However, it ought not to be forgotten 
that Racine composed the most of his pieces when 
he was, very young, and that his choice may easily 
be supposed to have been influenced by that cir- 
cumstance. He seldom disgusts us with the un- 
disguised repulsiveness of unnecessary crimes, like 
Corneille and Voltaire ; he has often however con- 
cealed .what in reality is hard, base, and low, under 
forms of politeness and courtesy. I cannot allow 
the designs of his pieces to be unexceptionable, as 
the French critics would have them ; those which 
he borrowed from the ancient mythology are, in 
my opinion, the most liable to objection : but I 
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believe, with the rules and observations which 1 
took for his guide, he could hardly in most case, 
have extricated himself from his difficulties more 
cautiously and properly than he has actually done. 
Whatever may be the defects of his productions 
separately considered, when we compare him with 
others, and view him in connexion with the French 
literature in general, we can hardly bestow upon 
him too high a praise. 
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